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Introduction

I cannot remember when I first became aware of Partition. Perhaps I had known from an early age that, as Sindhis, both my parents had been born in another, inaccessible land, where they had spent their childhood years. I cannot remember when they first told me about it. They never actually spoke about Partition specifically. My mother would speak to my sister and me, once in a while, of her life in Sindh. She would describe her comfortable Karachi home and neighbourhood, and mention this or that incident from her childhood. She would tell us of the novelty of visiting her mother’s family in Hyderabad, and of the mouth-watering street food that she and her cousins would buy for the absurd price of four pice. Occasionally, she would refer to the difficulties that she and her family faced in the early years in India: of how she was separated from her parents for a while when she was sent to Calcutta to live with her eldest brother and sister-in-law; of the family’s straitened circumstances; of how she, as the youngest child, was made to sleep on top of the dining table in her married sister’s small flat in Bombay, which had been flooded with relatives after Partition; of her beloved collection of books that she was forced to leave behind in Karachi. So, without our being told specifically about it, the fact of Partition was very much a part of our family background, something that my sister and I took for granted but actually knew very little about.

In the year 1997, several things happened. It was the 50th anniversary of Indian Independence, which provoked, in academia and the popular media, renewed interest not only in the freedom struggle and the moment of Independence, but also in Partition. Concurrently, in May 1997, I completed a Master’s degree in Anthropology and wanted to pursue research on my own community, the initial spur being a desire to explore why most Sindhis in India do not speak their own language. A few months later, I became part of Dr Ashis Nandy’s newly started research project at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies and the Committee for Cultural Choices in Delhi. 

This project, by the name of ‘Reconstructing Lives’, explored memories of mass violence at the time of Partition, its psychological and social consequences as well as the survivors’ subsequent attempts at coping. This collaborative endeavour, involving researchers in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, was facilitated partly by the Ford Foundation. As part of Ashisda’s project, in those early years, I interviewed many elderly Sindhis – in Bombay, Ulhasnagar, Gandhidham and Poona – who shared with me their memories of Sindh, of Partition, and of the uphill task of resettling in India. This was when I began to discover what the experience of Partition had been for those who had lived through it – including my parents.

Over the years, my own research expanded to cover other phases of Sindhi history, both before and after 1947. Ultimately, I started a book on the long-term effects of Partition on Sindhis. When I completed the chapter on the actual experience of Partition, I found that it had become so long and detailed that it had acquired a life of its own. In a sense, my research and writing had come full circle. The result is this volume in your hands.

This is the story of an entire community that was displaced. Since Punjab and Bengal were divided, Punjabi and Bengali refugees – in India as well as in Pakistan – at least had a region that they could identify with, where their mother tongue was spoken. On the other hand, since Sindh was not divided, Sindhi Hindu and Sikh refugees had no state that they could call their own. They were uprooted from their land and their culture.

Although I have tried to recreate the Sindhi experience of Partition in this book, it is ultimately only an attempt at describing and understanding the reality of those days. The writer Motilal Jotwani says, ‘Can the entire truth about how we lived our lives in the purusharthi camps of Deolali and Kumar Nagar Dhulia be described?’1 His rhetorical question about the ultimate impossibility of capturing in totality the experience of refugee camp life is equally applicable to the entire experience of living as an unpopular minority, of uprooting and exile, and of difficult resettlement. 

This book has been a mosaic in the making: I have pieced it together using findings and excerpts from my reading and research, extracts from my interviews, selections from memoirs, biographies and autobiographies, various passages from the press, legends, poetry, as well as silences. While I visited Sindh in 2001 and 2003, the difficulties of obtaining a Pakistani visa in recent years have limited my research there.

One may argue: Why rake up the past, especially a painful past? Is it not time to move on, beyond Partition? I have my reasons for writing this book.

The Punjabi experience of Partition has dominated popular culture in India. We have had books, TV serials and films that depict Partition in the Punjab (although ironically, some of the most popular TV serials, such as Buniyaad and Tamas, have been made by Sindhis). Yet, the terrible carnage that engulfed both halves of the Punjab was absent in Sindh. Many Sindhis may not know that Sindh witnessed much less Partition violence. 

Also, in Punjab and Bengal, Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims were more or less equally divided, and so were equally victims and perpetrators of violence. In Sindh, on the other hand, Hindus and Sikhs were a clear minority of less than 30 per cent of the population. Consequently, the Sindhis who suffered from Partition violence were overwhelmingly Hindu and Sikh. It would be very easy to slot the story of the Sindhi Hindu experience of Partition into tidy categories of black and white: Hindus (read Indians) as the victims and Muslims (read Pakistanis) as the villains. However, the reality on the ground was far more complex.

Yes, it is true that Sindhi Hindus did suffer tremendously due to Partition, whether or not they experienced physical violence. Imagine packing a small bag and leaving your country overnight, your home and homeland, assets and property, friends, memories and a way of life, not knowing what lies at the end of the journey. Imagine arriving in a city of strangers, with nowhere to live and no source of income, and not knowing how or where to start a new life. This is what thousands of Sindhi Hindus experienced.

However it is important to bear in mind that many Muslims – whether Sindhi or muhajir – gave Sindhi Hindus help and sympathy in times of trouble. That while the Sindh government may have discriminated against Hindus in Pakistan, the Indian government also could display a high degree of callousness and highhandedness vis-à-vis the Sindhi refugees. That, on occasion, the Hindus in India looked down upon Sindhi Hindus, making them feel unwelcome. That sometimes Sindhi Hindus could turn against their kith and kin, or even Indian Muslims, in the difficult process of resettlement.

The book hopes to explore these various nuances. Further, through this book, I want to explore how the never-say-die approach of Sindhi Hindus helped them build new lives for themselves in India and abroad. It is a story of great courage, determination and hard work, and often displays a refreshing absence of self-pity. Uncovering this story made me view my parents and my extended family in a new light, and respect them more. 

If, through this book, subsequent generations of Sindhis can also understand their parents and relatives better, I will consider my efforts worthwhile.

 

September 2013	

Nandita Bhavnani

Note

1. 	Motilal Jotwani, Atamkatha je Naale Mein, p 60. My translation.

*The use of an asterisk in the body of the text signifies that names have been changed to protect identities. 
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Foreword

In the Imagined Landscape of Sindh

I have come to suspect that it generally takes nearly two generations to seriously and creatively negotiate memories of genocide and other similarly traumatising instances of mass violence. Only in the 1980s did some of the more outstanding and lasting works on the European genocide of the 1940s come out. European literature and the arts may have responded to the experience earlier, but those dealing with social knowledge had to wait till passions had cooled somewhat and it was possible to be a little more distant from the events. By that time the media had lapsed into a reasonable degree of apathy and the general public seemed satiated with heroic or less-than-heroic reconstructions of the past. Bloodless, archives-based, sanitised historical accounts and officially sanctioned myths and stereotypes had already lulled public sensitivities among both the victorious and the vanquished.

Something similar is happening with the mass violence that broke out when the British partitioned India into two independent nation-states, seemingly destined to become each other’s hated, feared, and at the same time lost other. Since the 1990s, when Urvashi Butalia and Ritu Menon in India and Nighat Said Khan and Anees Haroon in Pakistan opened up the domain, there has been no dearth of books on Partition in South Asian social sciences. Indeed, I do sense a growing feeling of tiredness in many of the younger generation with what they think is the obsession of an earlier generation. At the same time, there is discomfort in many of their elders who believe that such efforts to rouse sleeping ghosts may be good necromancy but is a dangerous political game. It can do no good to society. 

Nandita Bhavnani’s book, therefore, has come at the right time. Despite huge amounts of material already generated on the subject in the last few years, it stands out for two reasons. First, she does not try to locate the experienced loss of a homeland and the enforced, endless journey into exile in the politics of Partition and the institutional and social fault lines that framed them. We already probably have had a surfeit of such political histories and memoirs in the last 65 years. Instead, in their place, Bhavnani attempts to bring to us the cultural self-definition of the Sindhi Hindus as a community, the continuities and discontinuities in it, and the way that self-definition set limits on their relationship with the Muslim Sindhis while, at the same time, remaining incomplete without the crucial presence in their mental landscape of their alter-egos or anti-selves – in the form of the Sindhi Muslims. 

Secondly, though Bhavnani announces at the beginning her connection with the discipline of anthropology, this cultural landscape is not accessed through ethnography but through the anxieties, fears, resilience, hopes and self-confidence of the Sindhi Hindus as they confronted the loss of their homeland, collapse of their familiar world, and the sense of economic security and the certitudes associated with the earlier, pre-Partition social life of the community in Sindh. (This has been the fate of many other communities – Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and hundreds of other small communities and tribes, many of whom have slipped into the black hole of history.) 

The story is not told through the eyes of a historian either, despite the impression the first section gives. It is told through the eyes and the memories of those who had experienced that ‘history’ and whose actions ultimately shaped that history. This is so even when Bhavnani locates her narrative in a quasi-historical frame and summarises available data – mainly historical accounts, memoirs and interviews – to set the context of her story.

Even more important, Bhavnani in one of her other professional incarnations, was working on a long-term study of the cultural history of the Sindhi community when I met her about 15 years ago. That ongoing study scaffolds the present story. Yet, flouting conventions, she has allowed the voice of her informants – in addition to the data they have supplied – to be one of the salient voices in this book. Not only has she woven her narrative around their experiences, she has allowed them to shape her story. They appear not as informants or interviewees but as witnesses giving testimony on their past for the future of all of us. The long quotes from the survivors’ stories are not intrusions into the smooth flow of the larger story; they participate in telling the story. In the process, Bhavnani finds space in her account for the stereotypes, prejudices and the darker side of inter-community relations that others would have been too coy to handle so directly. In that sense, this whole exercise is partly a people’s history of Partition.

In the long run, this book will not only retain its intellectual relevance, but will also become a crucial part of a community’s self-reflection and, perhaps, even a part of its ongoing self-construction. This could be significant because, during the last five decades, I have found in most of my Sindhi friends and acquaintances an almost desperate search for integration in the Indian mainstream. This search is not a unique feature of the Sindhi Hindus; it has been found among first generation expatriates and summarily displaced communities in many parts of the world. It begins to disappear in a generation or two, though by that time it becomes more difficult to ensure continuities with the past and to reconnect with those parts of tradition that are not based on texts and rituals but on shared memories transmitted over generations.

Looking back, I now feel that, for the Sindhis, that option of complete immersion in the mainstream was particularly seductive. As a community, they had a strong commercial tradition and significant sections of the community were traders having connections with other South Asian and Southeast Asian countries. Their connections with Arabia, Central Asia and China, too, were if not particularly deep, certainly very old. Scattered ethnographic works also throw up clues that these links encouraged a culture and psychology of, what could be called, a ‘sense of controlled exile’.

Elsewhere, I have named such exposure and the consequent ability to live with radical cultural diversities, while at the same time safeguarding one’s own cultural self-definition, ‘silk route’ cosmopolitanism. It is different from the dominant form of cosmopolitanism, which has an implicit melting-pot model built within it. The author feels that the Sindhi Hindus in India have already moved to the dominant global model of cosmopolitanism and accepted its ethnocidal thrust as an inescapable part of the contemporary world.

This book is also about how the memories of a lifestyle reimagined as a lost utopia ruptured by Partition, turned the Sindhi Hindus overnight into a wandering tribe. Scattered among a number of language groups and cultural zones, many of them had to not only cope with a diversity of social environments but renegotiate their own selves in response to strange stereotypes, prejudices and suspicions of their new neighbours. Sometimes these neighbours could also be insensitive, hostile, cruel and a source of humiliation like the much hated Sindhi Muslims. I still remember a soft-spoken Gujarati couple ‘confidentially’ telling me in Ahmedabad many years ago that many Sindhis were actually Muslims masquerading as Hindus; not only did they eat meat, they also sometimes swore by Allah. But there is little chance of that primordial rupture being healed and that lifestyle being restored.

When after a massive trauma the time for self-rediscovery comes, it releases strange forms of psychological forces. It probably has dawned on a community that what can be protected as a heritage of Sindhi Hindus is not only their business acumen and the resilience that saw them through the mass violence, displacement and humiliation, but also their powerful spiritual tradition that carried forward the rich heritage of the cross-religious, cross-denominational lifestyle that Sindh had developed during the previous 1,300 years. As in Punjab and Bengal, that heritage is incomplete without a continuous dialogue with Sindhi Muslims and their distinctive Islamic heritage. That dialogue requires a different kind of self-transcendence and a different form of dialogical enterprise, not only with others but also with one’s own self. I like to believe that the community’s style of modernisation has not taken too heavy a toll of this part of its distinctive culture. I notice with some sadness that when talking of relocation of some of the well-known temples of Sindh in India, Bhavnani has not noticed any serious effort to acknowledge Sindh’s ecumenical spiritual traditions. Yet, to launch the kind of dialogue we are talking about requires one to pay homage to the ancient ecumenism of Sindh. 

This book does not open that dialogue, but its compassionate empathetic description of the context within which violence of Partition acquired its more sordid, sinister, sadomasochistic tones can be an invitation for such a dialogue. Future generations of Sindhis – staying in Sindh, India or elsewhere in the world – trying to protect their ‘Sindhiness’ will be grateful to Nandita Bhavnani for this sensitive self-exploration.

ASHIS NANDY

 

The result is that killing is no murder, looting no robbery, setting fire no arson, encroachment no illegal possession, forcible conversion no interference with religion; massacre of innocent men, women and children has lost its horror in the eyes of the custodians of law and order. Brutalities, bestialities, butcheries, barbarities and unspeakable atrocities are justified as acts of retaliation. About a million must have been murdered, maimed or injured. Property worth several millions has been destroyed; villages, towns and fine city quarters consumed by flames; and two generations cannot completely rebuild what has been wiped out. Several millions have been rendered homeless refugees and many more millions are ready to flee in all directions for safety. Trade and commerce have virtually come to a standstill. Sources of revenue are in a state of paralysis. Crops have suffered and shortage of food is threatening famine. Epidemics may break out at any moment. Depleted treasuries point to the inevitable bankruptcy of Government and financial ruination. And this is called the freedom of Hindustan and the freedom of Pakistan.

– Shaikh Abdul Majeed Sindhi
  The Times of India, Bombay, 25 September 1947

*

Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted.

– Edward Said,
Reflections on Exile and Other Essays

 








Prologue

Sassui-Punhu

The little baby girl lay fast asleep in the box. 

When she was born, there had been a riot of festivity in her parents’ home: the long winter of their childlessness had finally ended. But then soothsayers had prophesied that she, the daughter of a Brahmin, would grow up to marry a Muslim. Unable to look this terrible future in the eye, her parents chose to give her up to the river instead. 

The baby in the box was floated on the waters of the Sindhu. It floated downstream till it reached Bhambhor, in the south of Sindh, where it was found by a dhobi called Muhammad. A childless man, he was overjoyed to receive this munificence from the river. Gazing at her beautiful face, he decided to name her Sassui, after the moon. 

Sassui grew up, blossoming with the years, till her radiance filled the town of Bhambhor. In those days, traders from Makran would pass through Bhambhor on their way east to Thatta, the capital of Sindh. So one day there came to Bhambhor a merchant by the name of Babiho, a servant of Ari, the Jam of Makran. Peddling his wares, he chanced to meet Sassui and her friends. 

Greatly taken with Sassui’s beauty, he described to her in great detail the handsome and graceful Punhu, son of Ari. And when Babiho returned home to Makran, he then recounted to Punhu the exquisite charms of Sassui. Thus, without their even meeting each other, did the love story of Sassui and Punhu begin. 

But now Punhu, aching to meet Sassui, ran away from home and made his way to Bhambhor. When he met Sassui, it was love at first sight for both of them. Her father, Muhammad, unable to part with her, permitted them to get married only on the condition that Punhu stay with them. And so, in the name of love, the prince became a washerman.

Meanwhile in Makran, Punhu’s family became frantic for their missing son. When news of Punhu’s marriage and new life trickled back to them, his three brothers vowed to their father that they would go to Bhambhor and bring him back, come what may. When they arrived in Bhambhor, Punhu, Sassui and her father, Muhammad, welcomed them with open arms and the next few days were spent in drinking and feasting. But one night, once Sassui was fast asleep, and when Punhu was in his cups, the brothers carried him away on their camels, galloping westwards.

When Sassui awoke, it was too late. Beating her chest and tearing her hair, she refused all offers of help, and set out to find Punhu, barefoot and all alone. In search of her beloved, she braved the scorching sun and the biting winds, her feet torn to ribbons by the rocky Pabb mountains. When she reached the Marbar hills, she met a shepherd and asked him if he had seen Punhu. 

But the shepherd, meeting a woman alone in the wilderness, looked at her with evil in his mind. And Sassui, realising her predicament, prayed to God to save her. So the earth opened up, and Sassui was swallowed up, all except for a corner of her shawl left fluttering on the ground. Overcome with remorse, the shepherd fell to his knees. He built her tomb on that very spot.

Meanwhile in Makran, when Punhu came to his senses, he desperately wanted to return to Bhambhor. But his family would not let him leave again. Soon, however, Ari realised that his lovelorn son was simply wasting away, pining for his beloved. And so his father let him return to Bhambhor to bring back his bride. 

But a terrible shock awaited Punhu, when he came across the new tomb and heard from the shepherd what had happened. Overcome with grief, Punhu collapsed there and then. He, too, was buried beside Sassui’s grave. And thus, the star-crossed lovers, the Hindu girl and the Muslim boy, were united only in death.

Sindh

Sindh1  lies in the north-western corner of the Indian subcontinent, a dry desert land greened by the mighty eponymous Indus. Bordered by the thirsty Thar desert and the Rann of Kutch in the east, and the dark Khirthar mountains in the west, the Indus, revered by both Hindus and Muslims, is the main source of water in this rainless land. It is a capricious god, though: bringing floods one year, abandoning its path the next, changing the course of history.

Although Arab traders had already brought Islam to the Malabar coast during the Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime, Muslim rule came to Sindh with the Arab conqueror Muhammad bin Qasim in the year 711 ad. But bin Qasim and his army did not convert the bulk of the Sindhi people by the sword. Most of Sindh’s Muslims converted gradually over the centuries, with the lower classes – the haaris or peasants, craftsmen and labourers – seeking to escape the harshness of the Hindu caste hierarchy by embracing Islam. Most of these conversions were the work of missionaries, first the Syeds from Arabia, then the Ismailis, and finally the Sufis. 

Sufism in Sindh springs from the confluence of three religions: a lenient form of Islam, a relaxed version of Hinduism, and the gentle Sikhism of Guru Nanak. This has wrought a deep, unspoken belief in the unity of God – advaita or wahdat al-wujud – expressed in a plurality of forms. If the divine has many faces, what does it matter which god you choose to worship, which guru or pir you choose to follow?

Since the Sufis borrowed and moulded local religious beliefs, several Sufi saints in Sindh had both Hindu and Muslim identities, such as Khwaja Khizr, the incarnation of the Indus, who is also known as Zindah Pir. Both Hindus and Muslims worship at his shrine on an island in the middle of the Indus, between Sukkur and Rohri. At the shrine of Uderolal in Southern Sindh, there are both a dargah and a temple. And at the famous dargah of Lal Shahbaz Qalandar at Sehwan, Hindus still perform the mehndi ceremony at the annual urs. Numerous Hindus were – and still are – followers of Muslim pirs, and would make sharbat for Muharram processions, while Muslims often visited Hindu temples to partake of the prasad. 

For centuries, Sindh was the westernmost frontier of Hinduism, on the route of invaders – Persians, Greeks, Scythians, Arabs – approaching from the west to conquer the riches of Hind. It was also a clearinghouse for trade: with Persia and Mesopotamia to the west, Punjab, Afghanistan and Central Asia to the north, Gujarat, Kutch and Rajasthan to the east. This traffic of traders and invaders, the vagaries of the Indus, the gentleness of the Sufis: all these left Sindh with a legacy of flexible tolerance. The Sindhi language itself is a mixture of words derived from Sanskrit, Persian and Arabic.

Hindus and Muslims in Pre-Colonial Sindh

The Hindus of Sindh were obliged to put aside their orthodoxy and ideals of purity in order to survive. They ate meat, and drank wine, and did not lose caste if they travelled abroad or became disciples of Sufi pirs. They were mostly Lohanas, a small minority confined to business and trade, in which they flourished. They took their identity from their hometowns: Karachi had its merchants, with their trading networks spread over the Persian Gulf, and Shikarpur had its bankers, with their moneylending networks extending across Central Asia. Among the Hindus was a smaller sub-minority, a sub-sect of the Lohanas – the Amils – who were divans, administrators to the Muslim rulers of Sindh. Dressing in a quasi-Muslim style, they were adept in Persian, the language of the court.

The Muslim community – the majority of Sindh’s populace – had many different faces. There were Baloch pastoralists who had been settled in Sindh for several centuries, as also canny Memon traders from neighbouring Kutch. There were the Syeds who claimed lofty descent from the Arabs, and the Sammats, the earthy indigenous Sindhi tribes. 

By the early 19th century Sindh was ruled by a unique federation of Talpur Mirs, originally from Baluchistan. Four brothers (and later their sons) – the Char Yar – ruled in Hyderabad, while other branches of the family reigned in Khairpur in the north, and Mirpur Khas in the south. A rung below them were the powerful Muslim landholders – the waderos – who governed the countryside. The Hindus – merchants, traders and administrators – were a highly urban community, seeking safety in numbers behind city walls. The common people – the haaris, labourers and artisans – were generally Muslim, rural and poor, and they were severely dominated by both the Muslim elite and the Hindu middle class.

For centuries, Sindhi Hindus and Muslims had shared a chequered and ambivalent relationship, ‘a relationship in which conflict and hostility mingled easily with amity and a syncretic attitude to religion.’2 If the Muslims sat on the throne, the Hindus held the purse strings to the economy. If the Muslims dominated the countryside, the Hindus wielded great influence in the cities.

Under Muslim rule, though, Sindhi Hindus were subject to certain restrictions. Generally, they were not allowed to own land, and were forbidden to ride horses; only donkeys and camels were allowed to them, and when a Muslim nobleman passed, they had to dismount and stand by.3 When Captain S. V. W. Hart of the Bombay Native Infantry visited Karachi in 1840, he found an equal number of temples and mosques;4 yet religious idols and pictures were not openly displayed in Hindu shops. Sindhi Hindus also feared that their temples might be demolished by the Muslim regime. 

But the greatest fear of Sindhi Hindus under Muslim rule was that of forcible conversion to Islam, although this does not appear to have been very common. There are various accounts of Sindhi Hindus scrupulously avoiding Arabic, the language of the Quran. They chose not to speak either the word rassi (rope) which might be misunderstood for rasool (prophet), or the full name of the village, Tando Allahyar – either of these might have resulted in the Muslim public forcing the Hindu to convert against his will. Although a converted Hindu could perform rites of penance and return to his original religion, a forcible conversion was naturally a matter of great social disgrace to the individual and an outrage to the Hindu community as a whole. 

Yet the Muslim rulers were shrewd enough to recognise the importance of the trade revenues that the Hindus brought to Sindh, and the fact that they played an indispensable role in matters of administration, too mundane for the Mirs to deal with. And so the Hindus, especially those living in the trading marts of Karachi and Shikarpur, were patronised and protected to some extent, although they were always aware of their dependence on the goodwill of the Muslim rulers and the Muslim majority.5

Naomal Hotchand

Around the year 1832, a young Hindu boy, the son of a labourer, was scolded by his teacher. Sulking, he happened to stand outside the doorway of a mosque. Some Muslims entered into a conversation with him, and took him inside the mosque. It is said that they kept him within, and converted him. The enraged Hindus of Karachi downed the shutters of their shops, and refused to sell anything to the Muslim populace. The Muslims, in retaliation, polluted the wells in the bed of the river Lyari, from where the Hindus obtained their drinking water. 

Communal temperatures were still running high the next day when Syed Nooral Shah passed by the house of the family of Bhojoomal, one of the founders of Karachi. Bhojoomal’s great-grandson, Parsram, was sitting outside the house at the time, and an argument erupted between him and Syed Nooral Shah. A crowd of Muslims gathered, and now Syed Nooral Shah claimed that Parsram had insulted not only him, but also the Prophet. In the words of Seth Naomal, Parsram’s brother:

The news spread throughout Sind and the whole province seemed to be lit up with one blaze of religious fire. All the Mussalmans seemed to make one common cause, and the Hindus, too, rallied together.6

Parsram was sent for safety to the neighbouring Hindu kingdom of Jaisalmer. Meanwhile, the controversy had reached the ear of the Mirs, and a summons was issued for Parsram to attend the Hyderabad court. Since Parsram was away, his father, Seth Hotchand, decided to go to Hyderabad himself. Hotchand and his family, merchant princes of Karachi, had had good relations with Mir Karamali, who had arbitrated in disputes in Hotchand’s extended family. On his past visits to the Mir, Hotchand had been invited to sit with him on the same cot, and not on the carpet below, with the rest of the audience. But this time, his friendship with Mir Karamali yielded very little. The Muslim crowd carried Hotchand away by force to Nasarpur, where they forcibly converted him to Islam.

Although Hotchand returned to his family later and performed expiatory rites, he was ultimately obliged to retire to neighbouring Kutch in disgrace. Till now, the Talpurs, having recognised the importance of the trade revenues, had generally patronised and protected the Hindu merchants of Karachi. Now, when they turned a blind eye to this outrage, Hotchand’s son Seth Naomal vowed to take revenge.

By this time, Sindh had also taken on increased political significance for the British, who were nervous about Russian designs on Afghanistan. In their less-than-scrupulous dealings with the Talpurs – reneging on their treaties, penalising them on exaggerated grounds and ultimately resorting to unwarranted aggression – they were aided by a vengeful Naomal, who supplied them with provisions, beasts of burden and valuable information.

And so in February 1839, the HMS Wellesley sailed into ‘Crotchey Harbour’ and immediately proceeded to fire at the fort, quickly pulverising it to dust. The British later claimed that the fort had sounded a cannon in greeting, which they had misunderstood as hostile, but this unjustified and carefully planned attack was meant to pressurise the Talpurs into signing a new treaty with the East India Company. For years, legends would be told of the thick smoke rising from the smouldering fort, spreading like a dark cloud over the town, turning day into night.

When the East India Company, came ashore, it was Naomal’s elder brother Seth Pritamdas who greeted the guests at the wharf, and took them to his home for refreshments. There was a plain between the walled town and Rambagh, the old Hindu tank, and this is where the British initially chose to pitch their camp. The people of Karachi though, stood aloof from the invaders, hostile and uncooperative, and it was only Pritamdas who gave them any initial help.

Now Karachi became the British gateway to the rest of Sindh, the disembarking firangis7 piggybacking on fishermen across the marshes till they reached solid land. Adjacent to the indigenous town, they added the tidy Cantonment and the gridlines of Saddar Bazaar, but Talpur soldiers continued to guard the Mitho and Kharo Darwazas.8 Then, in early 1843, the British conquered Sindh, a self-confessed ‘piece of rascality’, which was attached a few years later to the Bombay Presidency.9

Colonial Rule Transforms Sindh

After Sir Charles Napier – whom the Baloch called ‘Shaitan ka bhai’, the devil’s brother – conquered Sindh in 1843, most of the region came under British rule.10 The British, in their misplaced enthusiasm, assumed that it would be easy for the Bombay Cadre11 to administer Sindh, and so in 1847, Sindh was made part of the Bombay Presidency, governed by a Commissioner-in-Sindh. In reality, Sindh was markedly different from the rest of the Presidency – especially the geo-climate and culture – and the British made several blunders in their first decades of governing Sindh. 

The British’s disastrous experiments with the revenue system resulted in the overtaxation of many Muslim waderos. Several of these waderos, who had mortgaged their lands with Hindu moneylenders, were ruined. What made matters worse was both the extravagant spending habits of the average wadero, and the exorbitant rates of interest charged by the moneylenders. 

Now, after the advent of the British, the Hindus were free to own land and they were far more careful with their finances. And so, by the turn of the century – after just 50 years of British rule – Hindus owned, or controlled through mortgage, more than 42 per cent of the land in Sindh.12 This was a monumental shift, considering that the Hindus were still barely 23 per cent of the population,13 and had owned hardly any land in Sindh before 1843. But, with the coming of the Raj, the Hindus’ star was on the ascendant in other ways as well. 

The merchants of Hyderabad, having lost their patronage from the Talpur court, turned their gaze, first to the soldiers of the East India Company, and later to the various colonies of the British empire. By the turn of the century, these merchants – now known as Sindhworkies14 – had set up a lucrative trading network which stretched from Yokohama to Cape Town to Panama. 

The Shikarpuri bankers suffered a temporary setback, when the Russian Revolution resulted in many of them winding up their businesses in Central Asia and returning home. But most of them were quick to adapt, shifting their base to Karachi, and further afield to Quetta, Bombay and Madras, to regain their earlier riches. 

Having acted as administrators to the Talpur Mirs (and the Kalhoras before them), the Amils now transferred their loyalties to the British. Turning away from Persian and the Muslim-style dress they wore to the Talpur court, they now learnt English, took to western schooling in great numbers, and started wearing western clothes. They dominated education in Sindh, with the majority of the students, teachers and schools being Hindu. Given their edge in education, they cornered the lion’s share of senior posts in the colonial government and courts of justice by the turn of the century. 

On the other hand, Muslims in Sindh were slow to adapt to the new regime. Earlier, the Talpurs had patronised traditional Muslim schools and colleges, the maktabs and madrassas, spread out over the villages and towns of Sindh. Now the British discontinued this support, thus ruining this educational system, as well as the syeds and akhunds, the traditional teachers. Many Sindhi Muslims did not take easily to western education, and it was only in 1885, that the Sind Madrasatul Islam was established in Karachi. This high school, modelled on the lines of the Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh,15 went on to become the premier school for the children of Sindh’s Muslim elite. But the Muslims’ sparse numbers in education also translated into relatively sparse numbers in the provincial government, an important source of power.

Communal Tensions

This reversal of the power equation – with the once-restrained Hindus now enjoying power out of proportion to their small numbers, and the Muslims, who had ruled the province for centuries, now on the back foot – had serious implications for Sindh as a whole.

The loss of their estates – even partial – was a serious blow to the Sindhi Muslim waderos, who were greatly attached to their land. As one early colonialist had commented, as early as 1846: 

The natives of Scinde are particularly attached to their own soil, and expatriation to them is the greatest of horrors… the ex-Ameers thought little of their being deposed compared to their being expatriated.16

This was exacerbated by the end of Muslim rule in Sindh after an unbroken stretch of 11 centuries. Also, the fact that Sindh was now part of the Bombay Presidency meant that Sindhi Muslims were, together with other Bombay Muslims, a religious minority.

On the other hand, the Sindhi Hindus – whether landowners or moneylenders, wealthy Sindhworki merchants or powerful bureaucrats – were eager to flaunt their newly acquired wealth and power. Part of the Hindu-majority Bombay Presidency, and capable of great hauteur, they looked down their noses at the Muslim populace, whom they called, derogatorily, jat. Although the term ‘jat’ was the name of a Muslim tribe, mainly camel herdsmen, the Hindus used it to denote an illiterate and crude country bumpkin: the  Hindu stereotype for all Sindhi Muslims. A Hindu proverb went, ‘Bhalaai kar jat saan, jat phere harne pat saan’, meaning, if one would do any good deed for a jat, he would only turn around and throw it on the floor.

Consequently, resentment began to burgeon among the Muslims towards the Hindus – for taking over land from Muslim waderos, for lording it over the Muslims in schools, courts and government offices, for charging exorbitant rates of interest as moneylenders, for their conspicuous display of wealth, and for their sense of superiority.

If the Muslim stereotype in the Hindu mind was the backward jat, the Hindu stereotype in the Muslim mind was the avaricious vaanio.17 A Sindhi proverb reflects the attitude of the Muslims towards the Hindus: ‘Bhari berri mein vaanio garo’, meaning, in an overloaded boat, the heavy one is the vaanio, who should be thrown out.18

The stereotype of the Hindu moneylender became a much-reviled figure among Muslims in the Sindhi countryside, even though Hindus were also government officials, teachers, doctors, petty shopkeepers and wealthy merchants. In his memoir, Ghulam Murtaza Syed, arguably Sindh’s most popular and prominent grassroots political leader, describes various Hindus that he knew during his youth, and ascribes their general popularity to whether or not they were moneylenders.19 There were several instances of murders of Hindu moneylenders, allegedly orchestrated by waderos. Similarly, Hindu government officials were also resented, for their kaamorashahi, their high-handedness and misuse of power.

Khwaja Khizr

Once there was a wicked Hindu king, Dalu Rai, who ruled Sindh from Aror, the capital in the north. He and his brother, the evil Sasu Rai, had laid down a heinous law: Any newly married woman in his kingdom had to spend the first night of her marriage with the king.

One day, a pious Muslim merchant by the name of Shah Hussain was sailing down the Sindhu on a pilgrimage to Mecca, along with his beautiful daughter. In those days, the Sindhu flowed past Aror, and the two stopped there to break their journey. In no time, the beauty of Shah Hussain’s daughter became the talk of the town. Soon Dalu Rai demanded that she be sent to him as a concubine.

Father and daughter, both distraught, prayed fervently to Khwaja Khizr, the patron saint of the river, to save them from this terrible fate. The saint then appeared in a vision to the girl and commanded them to set sail. As soon as they did, the Sindhu changed its course and, abandoning Aror, it now began to flow past Rohri. Soon after, the city of Aror was destroyed. 

When Shah Hussain awoke the next morning, he found his boat near an island in the Sindhu, off Rohri. There they disembarked and built a shrine to the river deity. For centuries, Khwaja Khizr has helped the Muslim boatmen of the Sindhu, and his shrine stands there to date.

Voluntary Conversions

Earlier, if a Hindu was forcibly converted to Islam, for example, the community downed the shutters of their shops in protest or complained to the rulers.20 Now, under the British, communal riots took place in response – although infrequently – all over Sindh, from Thatta and Hyderabad to Sehwan and Sukkur, from 1872 through 1901. These were triggered off typically by events like forced conversions, but also by the playing of music in temples and Muharram processions.21

Sindhi Hindus still feared conversions to Islam (and now, to a lesser extent, Christianity), but what they feared even more now was the phenomenon of voluntary conversions to Islam, especially among young Amil men, who often converted with their wives and children. As a minority community seeking to maintain the boundary walls of its identity, these voluntary conversions were often experienced by Sindhi Hindus as a great violation of their community’s integrity and caused much outrage and insecurity. While it is not clear what triggered these conversions, Maulana Taj Muhammad of Amrot, a prominent Khilafat leader and a charismatic orator, is said to have brought about hundreds of conversions. According to some writers, these voluntary conversions were the main factor contributing to Hindu-Muslim tension in Sindh.22

It did not help the Hindus that several well-known individuals in Sindh were either converts or related to converts. They included Deoomal Kripalani, the elder brother of J. B. Kripalani who converted around the turn of the century and became Shaikh Abdul Rahim.23 Growing highly active in Muslim politics, he later brought about the conversion of one of his younger brothers, apart from several other Amil boys. There was also Shaikh Abdul Majeed Sindhi, a prominent political leader, who converted at the young age of 18; and Sir Ghulam Hussain Hidayatullah, representative of Sindh on the Bombay Legislative Council, Sindh’s first chief minister, and later, its first indigenous governor, who came from a family of converts. 

The Hindus fiercely resisted the conversion of their sons, sometimes fighting ugly court cases in a desperate attempt to hold on to them or their families. Some Hindus reserved their strongest contempt for converts to Islam, as reflected in the saying, ‘Shaikh putta Shaitan jo, na Hindu-a jo, na Musalman jo’, meaning, a Shaikh is the son of the devil, neither Hindu nor Muslim. In turn, several new converts – who took the name Shaikh – harboured a deep hostility towards the Hindus, and also played a prominent role in further conversions, such as Shaikh Abdul Rahim. But not all converts were embittered; some Shaikh families maintained – and still maintain – relationships of affection and intimacy with their Hindu relatives. 

Yet, despite this climate of growing fear, insecurity and mutual suspicion, many friendships between Hindus and Muslims endured at a personal level. For example, G. M. Syed tells us that, of the three persons who influenced his early life the most, one was his Hindu teacher.24 When Syed visited Karachi for the first time in 1921, he stayed there as the guest of his Hindu friend and advocate.25

Zindah Pir

It is said that once when Khwaja Khizr dived into the Sindhu at Sukkur in the north of Sindh, he came up at the town called Uderolal in the south of Sindh, where the temple to Jhulelal stands. And similarly, there is a story about Jhulelal, that once when he dived into the Sindhu at Nasarpur in the south, he came up on an island between the twin cities of Sukkur and Rohri, where the shrine to Zindah Pir now stands. The mujawars, the keepers of the shrine at Zindah Pir, also have been both Muslim and Hindu; the Muslims worship the Quran while the Hindus worship the eternal flame that burns there.

Even the pallo, the river salmon, the famed delicacy of the Sindhi table, that migrate upstream to spawn every year, swim up the river only as far as the shrine of Zindah Pir. This is said to be their annual ziarat, their pilgrimage, and as a mark of respect, they are careful never to present their tails to the island.

There is another temple to Zindah Pir, on the banks of the Sindhu. Inside the temple, stairs go down on one side of the sanctum sanctorum to an underground passage at the end of which are another set of stairs coming up. In the summer, the river swells and swells, and for 40 days this passage is flooded with water. Nobody knows how the water enters this passage; there are no channels or pipes, no visible entry point. But this, the chaaliho, takes place every year. Hindu devotees come from near and far to bathe in these subterranean waters, until the river is calm again.

Communalisation of Politics

Sindh had started to become politically active – like the rest of India – in the 1880s, and this process was only accelerated by the whirlwind in Indian politics in the early 20th century. The Home Rule movement of 1916, the Lucknow Pact between Hindus and Muslims at the end of that year, the Non-Cooperation movement of 1920-22 and the Khilafat movement of 1919-24: All these found great resonance in Sindh, where numerous Sindhis went to jail for participating in these movements.26 It was also a period of rare communal amity.

But in the early 1920s, this amity began to wither, with the winding down of the Khilafat movement and M. K. Gandhi’s move to call off the Non-Cooperation movement (after the violence at Chauri Chaura). It was around this time that the Arya Samaj began its shuddhi (purification) and sangathan (consolidation) movements, in an attempt to ‘bring back into the Hindu fold’ untouchables, Christians and Muslims through conversion. This brought about a corresponding response among the Muslims, in the form of the tabligh (preaching Islam) and tanzeem (organisation). 

In Sindh, the Hindus had arranged for the Arya Samaj to open a branch in 1893, in a bid to foil conversions to Islam. Now, Shaikh Abdul Majeed Sindhi, a convert himself and keenly aware of the problems faced by converts, established the Anjuman-e-Nao-Musalman-e-Sindh in 1925 ‘to counteract the Hindu Mahasabha [Shuddhi] movement’.27 The Sindhi Hindus responded in 1926, by forming the Sindh Hindu Sabha to combat conversions to Islam.28

Through the late 1920s, communal disturbances broke out in several parts of Northern India: Delhi, Patna, Calcutta, Dacca and the United Provinces. In Sindh too, there were communal riots in the northern town of Larkana over conversions in 1928. This soon snowballed into a bitter controversy, which spread throughout Sindh, and was followed by communal riots in Jacobabad and Sukkur. 

Around the same time, there were also great changes in the profile of the Hindu and Muslim political leaders in Sindh. Ghulam Mohammed Bhurgri and Harchandrai Vishindas, two close friends who had managed to bridge the gap between Hindus and Muslims, both died in the 1920s. Most senior Congress leaders in Sindh leaned towards the Hindu right, and could be inimical towards the Muslims. Similarly, the Muslim leaders that succeeded Bhurgri did not have the same relationship with the Hindu community as Bhurgri did, and some of them were, on occasion, openly hostile to the Hindus. A rare exception was Allah Baksh Soomro, who wore khadi, and was unpopular among his Sindhi Muslim political peers for his sympathies towards the Congress and the Hindus.

The increasing friction between Hindus and Muslims in Sindh in the 1920s crystallised into the Sindhi Muslims’ demand for the separation of Sindh from the Bombay Presidency. Initially, both Hindus and Muslims in Sindh had campaigned for autonomy, given Sindh’s distance from Bombay, and the differences between the two regions. In the 1920s, however, the Sindhi Hindus realised that they would again become a religious minority in an autonomous Sindh, and so they began to fiercely resist the idea. The Hindu-Muslim face-off over this issue mushroomed into a communal controversy. Ultimately, pursuant to the Government of India Act, 1935, Sindh became an autonomous province on 1 April 1936. Ironically, the British government hoped that the separation of Sindh would contribute to communal harmony in the province. This was not to be.

Masjid Manzilgah

The Masjid Manzilgah controversy was a watershed in the Hindu-Muslim relationship in pre-Partition Sindh. This issue had been raked up by the Muslim League, as a means of establishing themselves firmly in Sindh. 

Once Sindh became an autonomous province in 1936, new dynamics came into play. For the last two decades, Sindhi Muslim politicians had been united by the battle-cry for autonomy from British rule. But now, having achieved this objective, the Sindhi Muslim leaders became highly splintered in their race for personal power. During the first few years of Sindh’s autonomy, Sindhi Muslim politics witnessed much disunity, with rampant defections from one party to another. Thanks to this high level of political instability, Sindh went through six different governments in the decade between 1937 – when elections were first held in the province – and 1947.

In this situation, various Sindhi Muslim factions turned to the Sindhi Hindus for help to prop up their ministries. The Sindhi Hindu politicians, in their own turn, were only too happy to play this political game, which, combined with the minority weightage system,29 gave them importance as kingmakers, who could make or break governments from the margins.

After its poor showing in the 1937 elections, the Muslim League sought to expand its presence all over India. Despite having won over many Sindhi Muslim leaders to its fold, the Muslim League found itself hamstrung in Sindh by the ‘primacy of personalized politics … dominated by disputes and infighting stemming from personal pursuits of political power.’30

Casting around for an opportunity to consolidate its position in Sindh, the Muslim League soon homed in on a communal controversy in the town of Sukkur. The Manzilgah was a group of ancient buildings, dating back to the 17th century, which the British claimed was a disused travellers’ guesthouse, but which the local Muslims claimed as a mosque. The buildings were in possession of the British government. This would have remained a dispute between the government and the Muslims, except that the Hindus intervened. The Manzilgah, essentially two nondescript domed buildings, stood directly opposite the temple-island of Sadhbelo, sacred to the Hindus. The Hindus feared that large numbers of Muslims coming to pray at Manzilgah would interfere with their own access to Sadhbelo, and so objected to Manzilgah being handed over to the Muslims, thus creating a communal dispute. To make matters worse, Sukkur had a history of being more communally volatile than most other cities in Sindh.

Campaigning for the restoration of Manzilgah to the Muslims of Sukkur, Muslim League leaders started a movement, which they termed a satyagraha, on 1 October 1939, and occupied the building two days later. The British government, with Allah Baksh Soomro as the premier, then began protracted negotiations with the Muslim League. 

Communal passions in Sindh were soon fuelled by other developments. On 1 November 1939, Bhagat Kanwar Ram, a Hindu Sufi singer, with both Hindu and Muslim followers, was assassinated at Ruk junction, close to Sukkur.31 Ayesha Jalal tells us: 

The Sind Provincial Hindu Conference [held in Sukkur from 12 to 14 November] attended by local Congressmen and presided over by Dr Moonje [the then all-India President of the Hindu Mahasabha], threatened retaliation in the Central Provinces if Muslims were not evacuated from the mosque.32

Negotiations between the government and the leaders of the Manzilgah agitation, however, had not led anywhere by 19 November 1939, when the government suddenly hardened its stance, and arrested G. M. Syed and other leaders of the Manzilgah agitation. The Muslims occupying Manzilgah were subjected to lathi charges and tear gas, and were driven out by force. The sight of the satyagrahis, returning to their homes with wounds from the lathi charge, inflamed the local Muslims and triggered off communal riots in Sukkur and its adjoining areas. The riots are said to have started when Hindus taunted the returning satyagrahis for having gotten what they deserved. Memories of the 1930 Sukkur riots were also very much alive in public memory.33

Muslims attacked Hindus in the villages surrounding Sukkur, and looted and set fire to Hindu homes, shops and timber yards. In Sukkur city, Muslims and Hindus moving about in ones or twos were attacked by groups of men from the opposite community.

The Manzilgah conflagration was the most serious communal riot that Sindh had witnessed in living memory. In terms of communal violence between Sindhi Hindus and Sindhi Muslims, it was far worse than Partition some years later. The Hindus suffered far more than the Muslims: 151 Hindus were killed as compared to 14 Muslims, and almost all the property destroyed belonged to Hindus.34 The controversy dragged on till 1941, when a government inquiry finally decided that Manzilgah was indeed a mosque, and the two buildings were handed over to the Muslims of Sukkur.35

The fires of the Manzilgah riots had scorched communal relations in Sindh. Some Hindu and Muslim leaders acknowledged their folly in being hardliners and regretted the violence that had occurred.36  Yet the Manzilgah episode did achieve its original aim in terms of popularising the Muslim League, especially in the Sindhi countryside, where the peasantry began to flock to the League in large numbers. When G. M. Syed took over as president of the Sindh Muslim League in 1942, he took great pains to increase the number of its branches and members all over Sindh. And so, when provincial elections were held in December 1946, the League came to power with a thumping majority; it won 82.1 per cent of Sindhi Muslim rural votes and 98.8 per cent of Sindhi Muslim urban votes.37

Jhulelal

Once upon a time, Mirkh Shah, a hard and cruel man, was the king of Thatta, the capital of Southern Sindh. One day, he proclaimed that all Hindus in Sindh should convert to Islam over the next 24 hours – or else face death. The Hindus, alarmed and distraught, went together to petition his minister, Ahirio to give them two weeks’ reprieve. Ahirio consented. Then they went to the Sindhu, praying to the river for deliverance from their impending doom. They vowed that on the seventh day they would cast their children into the river, and then, by the 14th day, they would throw themselves into the waters. 

On the seventh day, when they were about to drown their children, the god of the Sindhu manifested himself, a beautiful deity as white as the surf. ‘Fear not!’ he commanded them. ‘Before your time is up, I will be born as an infant to Ratno, the gram-seller of Nasarpur, and his wife Devki. Warn Mirkh Shah of my advent!’

Before the Hindus could be converted, the infant Uderolal was born on the last day of the fortnight given to them. This was the first day of the month of Chaitra, the first day of the Chaitradi year. He was called Jhulelal, after the cradle which held him. Mirkh Shah, who had learnt of the birth of this rare child, sent Ahirio to kill the baby with a poison-petalled rose. 

When Ahirio approached the cradle, the infant smiled at him, and then at the rose, and gently blew it far away. The astonished Ahirio looked at the rose and then back at Jhulelal, staggered by what he saw. Instead of the baby, there was an old white-bearded man staring back at him. Suddenly the old man turned into a youth of 16, and then into a warrior on a white horse with his army springing out of the river behind him. And once more Jhulelal transformed before his eyes into an infant. Speechless with awe, Ahirio’s violence turned to faith. He begged the infant to come with him to Thatta and display his glory to Mirkh Shah as well. The baby replied, ‘Return to Thatta and call out to me by the banks of the Sindhu. I shall appear.’

Ahirio returned to Thatta, and related to Mirkh Shah what had happened. The king first scoffed at Ahirio’s impossible tale, and then cursed himself for his choice of minister. But at night he was plagued with strange nightmares: of a smiling baby sitting on his chest, of an old man on a fish, and of himself losing a battle to a warrior and a great army. As a result, he bade Ahirio to go to the Sindhu and call out to Jhulelal. 

In those days, the Sindhu flowed past Thatta. As Ahirio called out, there appeared before him the same beautiful youth, riding a white steed, followed by thousands of warriors, on foot, on horseback, on chariots and on war elephants. Ahirio, terrified out of his wits, fell at Jhulelal’s feet, begging him to restrain his army. The young man turned around and dismissed the warriors, who then vanished immediately into the waters of the Sindhu. 

Then Ahirio led Jhulelal into Mirkh Shah’s court and told him what had transpired. Mirkh Shah, frightened but wary, seated Jhulelal on his right and showed him respect. Now Jhulelal commanded him to show mercy to his Hindu subjects. But Mirkh Shah still had evil in his heart. He ensconced Jhulelal in one of his palaces, and then had the palace surrounded by his soldiers. Now he wanted to convert Jhulelal as well. But by the time the kazi arrived, Jhulelal had vanished into thin air.

Maddened with rage, Mirkh Shah ordered all the Hindus to convert immediately, or else he would kill them all. The alarmed Hindus rushed to Ratno’s house, and they found Jhulelal, a baby sleeping in his cradle. Now the divine infant consoled them, telling them to assemble at a temple near the river. Once the Hindus had collected there, two things happened simultaneously: a heavenly fire devoured Mirkh Shah’s palaces, and a celestial thunderstorm burst over Thatta. Mirkh Shah, Ahirio and the kazi, though severely burnt, somehow managed to escape the flames and reach the river. There they saw the temple, with Jhulelal, the beautiful youth, seated in splendour, surrounded by all the Hindus, sheltered from the storm.

Finally Mirkh Shah repented. He fell at Jhulelal’s feet and begged for forgiveness. Jhulelal dismissed the storm with a wave of his hand, and vanished. When the Hindus returned to Nasarpur to the house of Ratno and Devki, once more they found Jhulelal, a baby sleeping peacefully in his cradle.

The Rise of the Right-wing Hindus

The communal conflicts of the 1920s, the controversies surrounding the separation of Sindh, and now the Manzilgah riots in 1939, all these fuelled fears among Sindhi Hindus. Provincial politics in the decade after attaining autonomy, and the general level of insecurity in Sindh wrought by depredations by the Hurs in the 1930-40s, and the attendant Martial Law rule in 1942-43 had also contributed to raising communal temperatures.38 The 1940s also saw increased incidents of violence against Hindus, especially in Northern Sindh. It was during this period that the Hindus began to turn in greater numbers towards the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which had by this time begun to deepen its roots in Sindh.

Although the RSS had been founded in 1925, it came to Sindh in earnest only in the early 1940s, when an active member of the Punjab Arya Samaj, Rajpal Puri of Sialkot, moved to Hyderabad. Puri, known among his followers as ‘Shriji’, came to teach Sanskrit in the N. H. Academy there, and later became the prantpracharak, the head of the RSS in Sindh. He was largely responsible for popularising the RSS in Sindh. According to Atmaram Kulkarni, Sindh had the highest number of pracharaks (full-time propagator-workers) per district in India.39 Similar trends were taking root in other parts of India, where:

recruits were trooping into shakhas or branches, and money, too, was pouring in. It was a time of prosperity for trading groups, with ample opportunities for war contracts and profiteering, and traders have always provided the major social bases for the RSS. Significant inroads seem to have been made during these years into government services also.40

From 1943 through 1947, M. S. Golwalkar, then the sarsanghchalak or head of the RSS, made annual visits to Sindh, travelling to all its major cities and meeting prominent Hindu politicians, merchants, lawyers and educationists. Many Sindhi Hindus took to the RSS during this period, especially adolescent boys, its primary target group, who were first drawn to its physical training and were later indoctrinated into its hardline ideology.41

But after the Manzilgah violence, Dr Choithram Gidwani and other senior members of the Sindh Congress also felt the need for Sindhi Hindu youth to become more militant, citing grounds of self-defence.42 The Congress had traditionally represented the community in most matters vis-à-vis the Sindhi Muslims. But it had become unpopular among a large section of the Sindhi Hindus, for giving its assent to the separation of Sindh in 1937. In the first provincial elections held in January 1937, the Sindh Congress won only seven of the eighteen seats reserved for Hindus. The remaining seats went to various smaller Hindu political parties, bringing about a highly splintered Hindu vote. Moreover, several senior Congress leaders were jailed for lengthy periods after the start of the Quit India movement in 1942, and so could not play an active and direct role in Sindhi politics for most of the early 1940s.

However, the Congress’ role in the Quit India movement, as well as the jail sentences awarded to Congress workers in Sindh brought about a resurgence of the party’s popularity in Sindh, and it swept the provincial elections in Sindh in January 1946, winning all the 22 seats reserved for Hindus. When further infighting in the Muslim League led to a deadlock in the ministry, fresh elections were called for in December 1946. The Congress won 20 seats, again maintaining its supremacy among the Hindus of Sindh.

Although the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha both competed for the Sindhi Hindu vote, many workers in both parties shared a common animosity towards Sindhi Muslims, and the Sindh Congress had even been likened to a ‘cheap edition of the Mahasabha’ by a contemporary observer, around 1939-1940.43 Abdul Qaiyum Khan was a Congress worker who later joined the Muslim League. He subsequently became the chief minister of NWFP from 1947 to 1953.44 In 1940, he was deputed by the Congress to investigate the Sukkur riots. In his report to the Congress Working Committee, he observed:

What I saw and heard in Sind was an eye-opener. The Muslims constituted seventy-five per cent of the population, but they were mainly occupied in menial and low paid jobs. Hindu landlords were extorting rack rents from the Muslim peasantry, while the Muslim landlords were in debt to Hindu [vanias]. Caste Hindus dominated all the higher services, monopolized trade and commerce and also whatever industry there was in Sind. The provincial Congress committee and the local Hindu Mahasabha were presided over by two Hindu brothers who lived under the same roof.

In my report to the working committee, I strongly advocated a radical change in Congress policy in Sind. I told them that the Sind Congress and the local Mahasabha were interchangeable, and that unless the Congress took up the cause of the Muslim majority and rescued them from their economic slavery to the Hindus, the future of the Congress in Sind was dark indeed. I suggested that the soil was fertile enough for the Muslim League to dominate Sind. Nothing was done by the Congress, and Sind was one of the first provinces to stand out for Pakistan, and it offered its provincial capital Karachi as the seat of the central government of Pakistan after partition.45

But still, at a personal level, Hindu-Muslim friendships continued. Even individuals at extreme ends of the political spectrum had friends in the ‘other’ community. Pir Ali Mohammad Rashdi joined the Muslim League in 1938 and subsequently participated in the drafting of the historic Lahore Resolution of March 1940. Rashdi tells us in his memoir that, despite the Sukkur riots, and the fact that they faced each other on opposing sides in various court cases related to the Manzilgah controversy, he remained good friends with Basantram Motwani, the then president of the Sukkur municipality. As the editor of Sind Zamindar (a Sukkur-based Muslim right-wing newspaper), Rashdi was also good friends with Aratmal Panjabi, the editor of the Hindu League Gazette (a Hindu right-wing newspaper also based in Sukkur). Rashdi claims that politicians of that era did not allow political differences to affect their personal friendships.46

A certain level of porosity between the two communities continued in other ways as well. Rashdi’s brother, Pir Hussamuddin Rashdi, writes in his memoir:

The tikaanas (temples) in Sukkur used to prepare the kanaah prasaad [the sacred offering] every evening and the people regardless of their caste or creed, high or low station in life, went in for it reverently. Once we ate the kanaah prasaad of Sadhu Bela Ashram, Sukkur, we became used to it. For days together we lived on it and things like daal-pooree, khichiree, paapad that went along with it. But we kept all this a secret from our friends. Nobody knew that the “sons of Islam” of Sukkur who through their periodical Sitaaraa Sindh (1934-37) showered abuses on the Hindus, day in and day out, were living on the kanaah prasaad of Sadhu Bela Ashram.47

Uderolal

In the town called Uderolal, near Hyderabad, there are two places of worship. When Jhulelal was 12 years old, he instructed Phugar, his cousin, chief disciple and companion, to find a suitable place for his temple. Phugar chose a field, but it belonged to a Memon. Jhulelal wanted the Memon to give him the land as a gift, but the Memon wanted to sell it. Then Jhulelal took his spear and scratched the earth on the field; the astounded Memon could see gold and silver below. Transformed, he now offered the land as a gift to Jhulelal, and also requested that he be the mujawar of Jhulelal’s tomb. The saint blessed him that he would never want for food for the rest of his life. Then Jhulelal struck the earth with his spear again, releasing a spring of clear water. After doing so, Jhulelal mounted his steed, and with the earth opening up in front of him, he rode into the chasm below and vanished forever.

Now Phugar and other Hindus wanted to build a temple, but the Muslims wanted to build a mosque, and a quarrel began. Finally, Jhulelal spoke to them: ‘In my sight, there is neither caste nor creed.’ And so both temple and mosque were built, and even today, lamps burn in both, night and day.

Prelude to Partition

As the Muslim League became stronger in Sindh, and the Pakistan movement gathered greater ground, Muslim Leaguers in power now began to express their resentment towards Hindus openly, as well as their desire to dominate the province. In his 1946 election campaign, Mohammed Ayub Khuhro, one of the principal architects of the Manzilgah controversy, proclaimed: 

I am looking forward to the day when the Hindus of Sind will be so impoverished or economically weakened that their women, even like poor Muslim women now, will be constrained to carry on their heads the midday food to their husbands, brothers and sons toiling in the fields and market places. 

Other senior Muslim League leaders in Sindh also made similar speeches that whipped up anti-Hindu animosity among the Muslim public.48 Several Sindhi Hindus of that generation clearly and bitterly recalled these speeches and the rancour of those days.49 

After the elections, in 1947, the new Muslim League ministry, headed by Ghulam Hussain Hidayatullah, now wanted to enact laws to diminish Sindhi Hindu domination in various spheres – trade, moneylending, education and civil service employment. This was strongly opposed by the Hindus, unwilling to give up their dominance. The Hindu members of the Sindh Legislative Assembly voted against bills they perceived as ‘anti-Hindu’, and also staged walk-outs in protest, no less than three times in one Assembly session. Finally, the Hindu members boycotted the proceedings of the Legislative Assembly in protest against the government’s ‘communalism in all spheres of life’.50

But most of the Muslim League leaders, who were landlords and pirs, came from a feudal background themselves. They were not interested in genuinely addressing socio-economic problems; they were more interested in safeguarding their own position and powers and using the issue of domination to drive a wedge between the Sindhi Hindus and their Muslim vote bank. As G. M. Syed51 himself observed:

[The Muslim League government was] bound to make all efforts for prolonging its domination by means of rousing up the chauvinistic hatred of the Muslim masses and diverting their attention from the specific problems that [affect] their day-to-day existence.52

Even today, decades later, many Sindhi peasants lead oppressed lives, and feudal inequalities continue their stranglehold on the Sindhi countryside.

The Pakistan movement, which gripped the imagination of Muslims all over the subcontinent, also resonated greatly with the Muslims of Sindh. Eagerly anticipating the return of Muslim rule to Sindh, Sindhi Muslims expected that they would be free from the domination of the Hindu government official, and the exorbitant interest rates of the Hindu moneylender in Pakistan. As early as March 1943, G. M. Syed had tabled a resolution in the Sindh Legislative Assembly, which invoked the two-nation theory and called for the creation of Pakistan, of which Sindh would be an integral part.

Pirzada Abdus Sattar, the reforms and development minister of the Sindh Cabinet, summed up these sentiments in a speech he gave in New Delhi on 21 May 1947. He said: 

Sindh has been the gateway of Islam in India and it shall be  the gateway of Pakistan too. It was the first to pass the  Pakistan resolution in its Legislative Assembly, and it will be the first to declare itself a unit of the great Islamic State of Pakistan-to-be. Happily, we in Sindh are in a position to prepare the preliminaries for the great event, and we are already doing so.53

Nooruddin Sarki, the writer and advocate, was then a 20-year-old student from Shikarpur who had recently started college in Karachi. In his words:

We used to read, in newspapers and magazines, that the British had enslaved us, that we should become free, that Islam is the proper [path], that there is equality and justice in Islam. […] G.M. Syed, other Muslim leaders, and the Communist Party promoted the idea of Pakistan in newspapers and magazines. We thought that it would benefit us Muslims if we attained freedom. I also remember that, at this point, in our minds, the stereotypical Hindu was not the average man on the street, but a capitalist. You see, in Sindh, especially in the cities, the merchants and other traders were Hindu. In Shikarpur’s Dhak Bazaar, there were about 200-300 shopkeepers, but there were barely two or three Muslim shops. In Sindh, this led to class conflicts, to class disparity. The difference between the rich and the poor was obvious to us, the distinction between rich Hindu merchants and poor Muslim peasants from the lower classes. Therefore, we believed, if we secured freedom, Muslims would attain equality and happiness.54

Colonial rule had drastically altered the balance of power in Sindh. Against a backdrop of cultural sharing and friendship, Sindhi Hindus and Sindhi Muslims, in their competition for supremacy, found their communal identities hardening and narrowing, and the gulf between them widening. Partition and the creation of Pakistan would only further widen this communal gulf in Sindh, taking it to a point of no return.

*

The medieval poet-saint Shah Abdul Latif speaks through Sassui:

Fallacy made me forget 

That I myself was Punhu.55
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CHAPTER 1

Sindh on the Eve of Partition:  3 June to 15 August 1947

India’s Independence was formally announced by Louis, 1st Earl Mountbatten of Burma and last Viceroy of India, in New Delhi on 3 June 1947. Mountbatten had returned from London only a few days before, carrying with him the papers of the ‘Master Plan’. On 2 and 3 June, he had had long meetings with the leaders of undivided India: Jawaharlal Nehru, Vallabhbhai Patel, Jivatram Kripalani, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Liaquat Ali Khan, Sardar Abdur Rab Nishtar and Sardar Baldev Singh. He had also conferred separately with Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. 

On 3 June, at seven in the evening, Mountbatten made a speech which was broadcast live on radio. His speech was followed by those of Nehru, Jinnah and Baldev Singh, their ‘life warm’ voices reaching the people.1 In Sindh, as elsewhere in India, people flocked around radio sets to listen to this historic announcement, which was also broadcast in public parks and on loudspeakers outside radio shops.2 None of the Indian leaders was happy; Nehru and Baldev Singh had not been in favour of Partition, and Jinnah was given a ‘truncated’ Pakistan.

Clement Attlee, the prime minister of Britain, had indicated earlier in 1947 that the British would withdraw from India by 30 June 1948: soon enough for most Indians. Now there were just 73 days left for the new dominions of India and Pakistan to come into being, and the government machinery swung into concerted action. Nine expert committees and several sub-committees, overseen by a steering committee, were formed, and started meeting daily to decide the division of the country’s various assets: its armed forces, railways, civil service, etc.

The question of whether or not to partition India had been left to the representatives of the Indian people, although the end result was a foregone conclusion. By 15 June, the Muslim League, the Sikhs and the Congress had all approved of Partition. By the end of June, Bengal voted for it as did Punjab (in the middle of severe communal violence); referendums held in the NWFP and the Sylhet district of Assam also voted for Pakistan by early July. On 26 June, Sindh voted to become part of Pakistan. It was then the only province in West Pakistan with a Muslim League government firmly in place. 

Sindhi Muslims were exhilarated by the prospects of both independence from the British and a new social order free from Hindu domination. Further, after Karachi, the capital of Sindh, was proclaimed the capital of Pakistan, they eagerly anticipated that Sindh would play a significant role in the new dominion. Sindhi Hindus, on the other hand, were greatly apprehensive about what the future held in store for them. For them, 15 August spelt not freedom, but fear.

By the first week of June 1947, there had been reports of communal violence in several parts of northern India – in Bihar and the United Provinces (UP),3 in Delhi and Calcutta, in Lahore and Amritsar. Partition-related communal violence had actually begun long before, beginning with the Muslim League’s call for Direct Action Day on 16 August 1946.4 Starting with the bloodshed in Calcutta and other places in Bengal, this fire had spread to Bihar and UP, and later West Punjab. By mid-1947, the flames had engulfed most of North India, from the NWFP in the west to Bengal in the east.

Yet in the weeks leading up to Partition, Sindh remained relatively free of communal violence. There was only one incident on 6 June 1947, in Jacobabad in Northern Sindh. Envelopes containing pieces of cotton soaked in glycerine and potassium permanganate were thrown into 17 Hindu shops in the main bazaar at night, setting them on fire. But no person was attacked, injured or killed.5

But the absence of communal violence did not mean that Hindu-Muslim relations were completely amicable in Sindh. With reports of riots and massacres from other parts of India flowing in daily, Sindhi Hindus were deeply fearful of similar violence from Sindhi Muslims. And, even in the absence of physical violence, they were apprehensive about how they would be treated in a Muslim state. 

Hindus dominated several important spheres in Sindh – trade, education, the bureaucracy and the judiciary – and as a result, they considered themselves to be in command of the province. Now  with Pakistan around the corner, Sindhi Hindus began to realise that they would lose their power and privilege, and undergo a loss of status. 

Dr Choithram Gidwani, president of the Sind Provincial Congress Committee, articulated his doubts about the Muslim League’s intentions in July 1947: 

If 25% of Muslims could not trust 75% of non-Muslims in India and wanted a separate state to safeguard their rights, how does Mr Jinnah expect the 30% of non-Muslim minority in Sind to rely merely on assurances which have been honoured more in breach than in observance in the past?6

Nimmi Vasvani was a 10-year-old girl in 1947. Her large family lived in a spacious bungalow in Bunder Road Extension in Karachi. Nimmi Vasvani recalls the climate of fear and tension among Sindhi Hindus that she was sensitive to even as a child:

In 1947, before Partition, my older sisters were studying in D. J. Sind College. At night, their classmates, Muslim boys, would come on bicycles. It would be quiet at that hour, and they would shout from downstairs: ‘Please ask your father to take you all away, otherwise you will be sorry.’ I don’t think they wished to threaten us, only warn us, tell us to ‘get out of their hair’. 

There used to be soda water bottles lined on the terrace. That was our defence: soda water bottles, and the servants of the house – two or three male servants and one or two female attendants. Most Hindus in our locality kept Hindu servants, and the Parsis and the Muslims kept Muslim servants. And there was a watchman who guarded the whole street. The watchman used to walk up and down the street, and every so often he would call out to each house, ‘Sujaag raho, be alert! All okay?’ And we would say, ‘Yes, everything’s fine.’ 

So yes, the atmosphere at night used to be tense. 

In Bunder Road Extension, the bungalows and grounds were very big, and quite far from each other. The closest bungalow to us was behind a small lane at the back. In those days, not many people had phones, and we would shout messages to the houses in the vicinity. Sometimes, we would be told: ‘There’s a whole crowd of Muslims near Parsi Colony.’ The man of the house would then go to the terrace. 

Now in my house, we had my father, and two of my three brothers, and two or three servants. My eldest brother, who was 18 or 19 at the time, had gone to college in Lahore. Everyone used to be on tenterhooks on hearing of mobs: Are these crowds going to attack us? Are they going to walk through the door and scare the living daylights out of us? Or what? To add to our apprehension, we’d hear stories about the events in Lahore. 

Being a 10-year-old, I arrived at my own conclusions regarding the situation, even though I really didn’t understand what was going on. We would sit at the dining table and I recall, there would be discussions. I would absorb everything like a sponge. But I did not understand what was scaring me. One day, I piped up and asked my father, ‘Are they going to kill all of us?’ That statement made everyone sit up.

My older sister, Padam was married and living in Lahore. She, along with her two daughters and ayah, had come down to Karachi for her holidays as always. She was not able to go back to Lahore, because the situation there had become much worse. She decided to move to Bombay with her children and ayah. There was an Australian first class boat which was going from Karachi to Bombay, which a lot of Sindhi Hindus boarded. My dad said, ‘Padam is going, why don’t you go too?’ So he sent me off.7

Nimmi Vasvani left Karachi before Partition, and sailed to Bombay with her sister Padam and her family.

Fears of violence as also anxieties about a loss of social standing compelled some Sindhi Hindus to confront an ominous question: Should they migrate or shouldn’t they? Hiranand Karamchand Makhijani8 was then a 46-year-old leading journalist, staunch Gandhian and freedom fighter from Hyderabad (Sindh). He was married to Kamla Hiranand – both husband and wife were jailed several times during the freedom struggle, and wore khadi all their lives. Here are some excerpts from Hiranand Karamchand’s diary from 1947:

20 April 1947: What will happen? What will become of Sindh? Will there be a massacre in our beloved Sindhri9 also? What is my duty? Can I go away? I am unwell as it is. But leaving will be an act of cowardice. How can I leave my home at this precarious point in time?

1 May 1947: The same old story. Friends and relatives say, why should we leave Sindh? But how can we continue to live here? Can we simply twiddle our thumbs while our house is on fire? Will Pakistan happen? Will we become aliens in our own home? What kind of problem is this? What joy is there left in Sindh now? But how can we leave Sindh? As long as there is danger, we have to stay. Later, we will see.

10 May 1947: If there is an attack, what should I do? All my life I have preached the sermon of non-violence. How will I raise my hand against another? How do I face the religious lunatics? If I cannot respond with violent means, then with non-violence, will I be able to throw myself in front of the mob? I cannot find this courage within myself.

What will happen to the women? How will I be able to bear it if anyone is attacked in front of me? How will I be able to stop them?

6 June 1947: Sindh has settled down. The causes of conflict have been removed but I have been separated from India! Have I become alien to India? I simply cannot believe it, that this has happened with one stroke of the pen! How can I become an alien in my own country? The threads of my life are tied up with my motherland! How can I break them? The ideals of my life are linked with the freedom of India. Now how can I say that India is no longer my country? No matter what the laws say, I will continue to consider myself an Indian, I will live as an Indian.10

A ‘Nervous Peace’

Clearly, Hiranand Karamchand, like several Sindhi Hindus, was beset by the dilemma of whether to leave or to stay in Sindh. He also describes the dismay of Congress workers in Sindh, who found that the independent India that they had worked for, for so many years, was to be an alien country for them. Rather, they now found that they were citizens of Pakistan, the creation of which they had staunchly opposed. Many Sindhi Hindus, including Hiranand Karamchand, wished to stick to their ‘Indian’ identity regardless, which would only propel them towards migration later.

On the other hand, the advent of Pakistan had emboldened many Sindhi Muslims. Even though there were no actual instances of physical violence, Hindu-Muslim relations began to spiral downwards with several instances of Muslims intimidating and harassing Hindus, especially in the countryside where the Hindus were outnumbered. 

Some Sindhi Muslim haaris refused to till agricultural lands belonging to Sindhi Hindus, with the intention of coercing them to abandon or sell their lands. There were several reported instances of Muslims forcibly occupying Hindu-owned agricultural land, and seizing standing crops. There were also other forms of harassment. For example, in late July, a Sindhi Muslim zamindar in Dadu district is reported to have given his tenants the following order: ‘Muslim cowherds shall not lead out for grazing cows, buffaloes and goats belonging to Hindus nor shall Muslim barbers, washermen, etc. serve Hindus.’11

At the same time, many nervous Hindus blocked the lines of credit that they usually extended to Sindhi Muslim zamindars. Thus, for the time being, the Sindh government found it extremely difficult to collect land revenue for the rabi crop12 sown in the winter of 1946-47. 

Hindus living in the hinterland began abandoning their farms and fields and moving to the cities, where they felt safer. However, the cities were not entirely free from communal discrimination either. By early July 1947, there were reports that in Karachi, some Hindu firms, and even some European ones, were being pressurised to take on Muslim employees – and in some cases, even take on Muslim partners – or else ‘face dire consequences’.13 Discrimination took various forms. For example, the Karachi Bus Service, a Hindu-owned company, had its licence cancelled since it had not switched its vehicles to coal-gas instead of petrol on government orders. Yet, the Sind Transport Syndicate, a Muslim-owned company, was allowed to run its vehicles on petrol.14

As a result, the absence of violence that prevailed in Sindh was actually a ‘nervous peace‘, to quote Roger Pearce, then a senior official in the Indian Civil Service.15 It was a thin veneer of calm laid over the shifting socio-political dynamics between the Hindus and Muslims of Sindh, both of whom were becoming more hardened in their approach to each other as 14/15 August approached.

By late June, the Sindh government was reeling under the problem of finding accommodation for the increasing numbers of muhajirs, Muslim refugees from India. It also faced the daunting prospect of setting up from scratch the enormous machinery of the Pakistan government. Consequently, the Sindh government passed ordinances requisitioning immovable property – more specifically any large building occupied by a few persons only – and freezing essential building materials. This move immediately gave birth to a rumour among Hindus that the Sindh government was planning to freeze all private bank accounts, which in turn led to a run on banks in early July by Hindus, who formed the bulk of the business community and middle class. The quantum of capital flight was estimated at  Rs 20 to 30 crores,16 a staggering amount at that time, considering that the total revenue receipts budgeted by the Sindh government for 1947-48 was Rs 9.24 crores.17 Although Ghulam Hussain Hidayatullah, the then premier of Sindh, made public statements affirming that his government would not ‘injure the feelings of minorities’, Hindu anxiety was not dispelled. 

Yet, despite this atmosphere of increasing tension and hostility, it should be remembered that at a personal level, most Hindu-Muslim relationships and friendships endured. Several Sindhi Hindus of that era recall that their close Sindhi Muslim friends gave them reassurances, and pressed them to stay on in Sindh, declaring that they would give them any protection they might need.

However, the Sindhi Hindus’ insecurity was also sharpened by the influx into Sindh of Sindhi Hindus who had settled in Baluchistan and the NWFP; they had migrated due to communal tension and disturbed conditions there. Regular reports of communal violence in other parts of the country continued.

Consequently, some Sindhi Hindus began to hold meetings, under the auspices of the Congress or of the Hindu Mahasabha, or as a federation of panchayats, sometimes together with other minorities, such as Christians. Apprehensive about their future, they began to explore what steps they could take to protect their interests under Muslim majority rule. They debated whether or not to migrate.

To Migrate or to Stay

In 1947, most Sindhi Hindus faced a multi-faceted dilemma: whether to leave or not, whether to leave permanently or temporarily, and if so, when to leave. This was against a backdrop of regular reports in the press and on the radio of mass migrations taking place in other regions of India, thanks to communal violence taking place there.

However, it was a difficult decision to make. The Sindhi Hindus, an affluent mercantile community, had considerable vested interests in their businesses and immovable properties. Even if they wanted to migrate, it would not be in their best interests to do so in a hurry. 

Immigrations into, and exoduses from, Sindh were not a new concept. Over the centuries, there had been an influx of many different peoples into Sindh: Arghuns and Tarkhans from Central Asia, Baloch from the west, Rajputs and Kutchis from the south-east and Punjabis, Siraikis and Pathans from the north. Over time, however, the bulk of these immigrants had become assimilated into Sindhi society. Some of them retained collective memories or traces of their immigration, sometimes only in name (like Shikarpuri Hindus whose surname was Panjabi), or in language (like the Memons who spoke Kutchi at home or the Baloch who spoke Baluchi or Brahui). 

As a vulnerable minority, Sindhi Hindus also retained a collective memory of past escapes to safety in the east.18 The Sindhi Hindus who fled from Aror to Punjab at the time of Muhammad bin Qasim’s invasion in 711 ad are said to be the Punjabi Aroras of today.19 Similarly, legends exist of Sindhi Hindu migrations to Jaisalmer, Multan and Kutch for safety.20

But Sindhi Hindus also possessed a long history of living as a small but prosperous minority under Muslim rule for centuries. Before the century of British rule – from 1843 to 1947 – Sindh had had Muslim rulers for 11 centuries, a long period during which Hindus had not just survived but also flourished financially. Now, although the advent of Partition brought new and heightened tensions and insecurity, there was an implicit assumption that while regimes change, populations don’t. 

In many quarters, Partition was seen as a temporary – though glaring – episode of communal ill-will, and the idea of large-scale permanent migrations was not taken seriously by most people at that time. Even G. M. Syed, the Sindhi Muslim political leader, wrote in June 1947, that he considered it ‘inconceivable’ that Sindhi Hindus could be ‘physically exterminated or bodily transferred’ from Sindh, a land to which they had contributed so much.21 

The noted Sindhi writer and Sahitya Akademi awardee, Gobind ‘Malhi’ Khattar, was then a young man of 26, working for the Communist Party in Karachi. In mid-July 1947, Gobind ‘Malhi’ had visited his village, Tharu Shah, for a few days. In his autobiography, Gobind ‘Malhi’ reports what he heard his father telling his uncle:

 Even before the British had started ruling this territory, Hindus had lived in Sindh. Our own ancestors had come from a fort in Rajasthan and had settled down here. Some Sindhi Hindus had migrated from Sindh when they had been oppressed by a few bigoted Muslim rulers. But when circumstances became favourable again, they had returned. Nothing will change: Even now, those who migrate will return quickly.22

Gobind ‘Malhi’ decided to stay on in Karachi, while his father decided to stay on in Tharu Shah.

Although many Sindhi Hindus did not feel the need to migrate permanently from their homeland at that stage, the exodus of Hindus and Sikhs from West Punjab, and of Muslims from East Punjab, had begun. Santdas Khushiram Kirpalani was the second Sindhi to join the Indian Civil Service, his brother Hiranand being the first. In 1947, he was the financial commissioner of the canal colonies in West Punjab. His experiences there convinced him that Sindhi Hindus needed to migrate to India, well before Independence. When he tried to convince his various relatives to leave Sindh, he found that they all shrugged off his warnings. One claimed that they had no reason to fear, another that they had received personal assurances of protection from Premier Hidayatullah. They all considered Kirpalani’s fears unfounded.23 

Yet, a few Sindhi Hindus were able to read the writing on the wall. The glaring experience of other provinces, especially Punjab next door, combined with the insecurity and tension proved to be too much for them, and they began to vote with their feet. As mentioned earlier, Hindus living in the countryside had begun to shift to the cities, feeling safer in numbers. A few who were more abreast with the latest political developments, began to leave for India. 

A few people in the Sindh Congress, including Professor Narayandas Malkani and Dr Choithram Gidwani, president of the Sind Provincial Congress Committee, presaged Hindu mass migration, weeks before Partition. They turned their gaze towards Rajasthan: adjacent to Sindh, and underpopulated. Narayandas Malkani was deputed to tour various princely states in this region – Mewar, Jodhpur, Jaipur and Bikaner – as well as Ajmer, and determine how many lakh refugees each state could absorb. The Hindu rulers of these princely states were requested to protect and assist their fellow Hindus from Sindh. Initially, Malkani found that about 10,000 Sindhi Hindu refugees could be accommodated in all these states put together.24 

The Jodhpur State had made provisions to accommodate a number of Sindhi emigrants, particularly those from Baluchistan and NWFP, who had reached Jodhpur by May 1947 and wanted to settle there permanently. Dr Choithram Gidwani had also been in close contact with the Maharaja of Mewar and his government, who were enthusiastic in providing assistance to Sindhi Hindus. According to Vishnu Sharma25 (Dr Choithram Gidwani’s close friend, colleague and biographer), the Mewar State was enthusiastic about helping refugees from Sindh. By late July 1947, the state announced that it had set aside Rs 5,00,000 and a large plot of land for refugee housing; it also intended to provide government jobs to refugees. Refugees were to receive food and construction material at subsidised rates and their children were to be given free education.26

Dr Choithram Gidwani had also petitioned the Bombay government for accommodation and succour in the event of large-scale permanent Hindu emigration from Sindh. His brother, Shamdas Gidwani, the then leader of the Sind Hindu Mahasabha, had made similar – but separate – petitions to the governments of Bombay and UP as well. In mid-July, prominent Sindhi Hindu businessmen living in Bombay had formed an association known as the Sind Hindu Seva Samiti, aiming to help ‘Sindhi Hindus living in Sindh or elsewhere’. 

Yet, at this stage, the Hindus of Sindh were still actively discouraged from migrating by the Congress high command.

Role of the Congress

In the late 1930s, the Congress had fallen out of favour with the Sindhi Hindus over the issue of the separation of Sindh from Bombay. But with the strengthening of the freedom struggle in the 1940s, it had regained its popularity in the province. In both the January 1946 and December 1946 elections, it had swept the provincial polls, in terms of the Hindu vote in Sindh. The Congress in Sindh was spearheaded by the triumvirate of Dr Choithram Gidwani, Jairamdas Doulatram Alimchandani and Ghanshyamdas Jethanand Shivdasani. In 1947, however, the unpopularity of the Congress was re-established over the issue of the Partition of the country. 

As mentioned earlier, in the months leading up to Partition, there had been no widespread public expectation that this critical event would trigger off mass migrations on both sides of the border. The Congress high command had, until then, actively discouraged the migration of minority communities.

Visiting Rawalpindi after the communal violence of March 1947, J. B. Kripalani, the then Congress president, had no answer to give when asked whether the Hindus should migrate or not. Instead, he fiercely snubbed the person who asked the question. As the noted writer Bhisham Sahni, who attended this meeting, explains: ‘The reason was that no Congress leader was willing to say, “Leave your cities and go away.” At the same time, Kripalani knew that the conditions were bad and that we couldn’t continue to live there.’27 

Later, in May 1947, Gandhi asserted that ‘Sind Hindus should not be weaklings’ and assured them that they would be given full protection. At the same occasion, Sardar Patel stated emphatically that migration would only weaken the case of the minorities and would ensure the creation of Pakistan.28 Even after Partition was announced a month later, Gandhi continued to question Sindhi Hindu migration, attributing it to misplaced fears.29 And later, in July, he articulated his overly optimistic expectations of what life would be like for minorities in Pakistan: 

Will the temples and the gurudwaras in Pakistan be destroyed? My feeling is that they will not be. Will they stop the Hindus from going to the temples? I do not think that this is the meaning of Pakistan. Has not Daulatana Saheb said only today that none but enemies of Islam would say that Hindus and Sikhs could not follow their faith in Pakistan. […] Why then do the Hindus from the Punjab, Sindh and N.W.F.P. want to flee to India? They should be brave.30

However, the leading Sindhi journalist and Congress worker, Hiranand Karamchand, gives us a contradictory account of Gandhi’s private opinion. In his diary, Karamchand describes a personal conversation with Gandhi: 

He was seated and in a very sombre mood. I told him about the situation in Sindh. […] In a very pained voice, he said: ‘What you have told me, I had already begun to suspect. What I have heard and seen elsewhere as well has caused me great heartache. You don’t see tears in my eyes today but every pore of me is crying. What advice can I give you? All through my life, I have held the same viewpoint regarding fundamental issues. When trouble descends, one must face it like a man, one must fight it bravely. I still have faith in non-violence. The non-violent response will always be the more effective one. But today many have lost faith in this response, which is why I will say, go ahead and use violent means, but do not live as cowards. […] If you want to live with honour, be prepared for either a violent or a non-violent response, or get ready to migrate. I understand Sindhis. I have an old relationship with them. They have many good qualities, but forgive me, I have not seen a fighting spirit in them. That is why I doubt that the Sindhis will be able to respond with strength. Under such circumstances perhaps they will have to migrate from Sindh.31

This meeting between Gandhi and Karamchand took place as early as 1 April 1947. But the Congress continued to discourage the mass migration of minorities for several months. Soon after the Partition of India was announced on 3 June, the All India Congress Committee convened a meeting in Delhi on 14 June. At this meeting, there was great resistance to the idea of Partition from Hindus and Sikhs in Sindh, Punjab and Bengal, and Muslims in Hindu-majority areas – in short, those who would be minorities once the borders of the new nations were drawn.32 They not only voted against Partition at this meeting but also demanded that their fears be allayed and provisions made for their security; their demands were, however, ignored by the Congress high command. According to Vishnu Sharma, Dr Choithram Gidwani said in his speech: ‘There is neither justice nor any matter of principle that those who have to suffer the most from Partition are not given a voice, and no plans are being drawn up for their safety.’33

At the regional level, most of the local Sindhi Congress leaders were not keen on agitating for, or organising, mass migration. Vishnu Sharma tells us that Dr Gidwani’s views offended other Congress leaders in Sindh, and consequently, a secret meeting of the Sind Provincial Congress Committee was called in Karachi on 30 June 1947. All 40 members were present. Dr Choithram Gidwani expressed his fears for the security of Hindus in Sindh, and recommended that the Congress should agitate for either protection for minorities or the planned evacuation of Sindhi Hindus by the state. Dr Gidwani, however, was unable to convince the other members, who felt confident about living safely in Sindh. On the contrary, they felt that the subject of planned evacuation would only spread panic among the Hindus.34

The Congress maintained its official by-line: that the minorities should not migrate and should carry on as though nothing had changed. This did not sit well with the Sindhi Hindus, who were looking for guidance on how to adjust to the new socio-political reality of Pakistan. Many Sindhi Hindus of that generation say that they remember that national-level Congress leaders such as Gandhi and Nehru had earlier claimed that Partition would take place over their dead bodies; they had banked on these assurances and now they felt betrayed. 

By early August 1947, there was a perceived vacuum in the Hindu leadership in Sindh. Some senior Congress leaders were seen to be busy fashioning their futures in independent India; for example, the Free Press Journal was extremely critical of the fact that Jairamdas Doulatram (who had been appointed governor of Bihar) was not committed to staying in Sindh to guide the Hindus there.35 Other senior Congress leaders were accused of failing to win over their people. When J. B. Kripalani toured Sindh in early August 1947, in an attempt to ‘put courage among the Hindus and the Sikhs and induce them not to migrate to India’, his entourage received brickbats.36 And several senior Congress leaders were viewed as being hypocritical about the migration issue; an anonymous Sindhi who was then a 25-year-old man originally from Nawabshah in Central Sindh discusses this in a personal account:

A few hypocritical Congress followers of Gandhiji declared that they would bravely live as friends of Muslims in Sindh – “Hindu-Muslim, bhai-bhai” etc. Some Sindhi Congressmen supported [Gandhi] and things drifted.

I was then in Central Government service at Ahmedabad airport, when one day [before] August 1947, I met a Congress relative who had flown from Karachi to Ahmedabad. When I asked him the reason for his visit, he answered, ‘To arrange for a place of residence and business after the Partition.’ I exclaimed, ‘But Congressmen of Sindh have made a public declaration to stay on in Sindh, after the Partition!’ He replied, ‘We have to be practical; how can we live in Sindh after the Partition?’37

Many Sindhi Hindus became quite disenchanted with the Congress and the lack of support and practical guidance that they received from that quarter.

The Rise of the Hindu Right

M. S. Golwalkar, the sarsanghchalak of the RSS, had been making annual visits to Sindh since 1943. When he visited Karachi in early August 1947, he was greeted by Hindus in their lakhs, according to  L. K. Advani, the then RSS city secretary in Karachi.38 The vacuum in Sindhi Hindu leadership was being filled, at least to a certain extent, by the RSS. This process was made easier by the widening gulf between Hindus and Muslims in the years leading up to Partition. Strongly dismissive of Gandhi’s non-violence, the RSS imparted physical training to Sindhi Hindu youth, claiming it was only for self-defence. 

In 1947, Dr Ram Hingorani was a youth of 17 who had joined the RSS two years earlier. He lived in Karachi’s Shikarpur Colony, and although he had joined the D. J. Sind College for a Science degree, he says that he joined the RSS and forgot about his pursuit of academics. He joined the RSS at the age of 15 because of its physical education activities, and not its ideology. This was true for most of the boys in Hingorani’s group; they came to be influenced by the RSS’s ideology only later.

According to Hingorani (who was later elected as a BMC corporator in Bombay on a Jan Sangh ticket), the leanings of the RSS in Sindh towards violence, or violent forms of self-defence, had begun as early as the first months of 1947, when about 100 boys who were members of the RSS, from Karachi and various parts of Sindh, were sent to an army centre in the princely state of Jodhpur. ‘Maybe Rajpal Puri arranged it,’ says Ram Hingorani. He was one of the teenage boys sent to Jodhpur, where they spent 15 days learning to use rifles and guns. According to Hingorani: 

During Partition, there were Hindu-Muslim riots in Punjab and other parts of India. The Muslims especially used to attack Hindus and snatch their property. Our efforts were purely defensive, in case we were attacked.39

This military training of Sindhi Hindus in Jodhpur is corroborated by Nanikram Issrani, then a 21-year-old RSS member from Pir Jo Goth, who was also one of these trainees. According to Issrani, ‘The RSS didn’t want to give in to the idea of Pakistan without a fight. So they started training cadres in rifle-shooting and bomb-making.’40 Issrani migrated to Ajmer from Jacobabad in October 1947, and continues to live there. He is an advocate who has authored several books in Sindhi and Hindi, and also publishes a Sindhi weekly, Hindu Bhoomi. He has been active in helping Sindhi Hindus from the Tharparkar desert area (who had crossed the border after the 1971 war with Pakistan) obtain Indian citizenship. 

Yet, the RSS was not the only organisation to provide Sindhi Hindus martial training. Inspired by Western fascism, many local militias had sprung up all over Northern India by this time, consisting mainly of young men inimical to the ‘other’ community. The writer and poet, Popati Hiranandani, writes that her brother, Hashu and his group of young friends were learning self-defence. They had collected about 60 lathis, some with gramophone needles attached to their heads and some with small knives attached, to be used in the event of a riot; these lathis were hidden in the terrace of Popati Hiranandani’s home in Hyderabad.41

Dr Choithram Gidwani, concerned about the physical security of Sindhi Hindus, had arranged with the Mewar State to provide a martial training programme for them. The Sindh Congress had selected about 100 Sindhi Hindu boys from villages and cities all over the province, and arranged for their boarding, lodging and training in the Chittor fort, under the charge of Rochiram Thawani.42 According to Vishnu Sharma, Dr Gidwani was also motivated by the memory of the Sukkur riots in 1940, in which bands of Hindu youths had inflicted violence on the local Muslims, either in self-defence or in aggression.43 The speech that Dr Choithram Gidwani gave at the Chittor camp in July 1947 reflects his fears and beliefs that were shared by several Sindhi Hindus on the very eve of Independence:

Independence is coming to the country, but Independence will come along with the Partition of the country. We Sindhis will be torn from our Bharat and put into Pakistan. We know the mentality of the Sindhi Muslims. It will be difficult for minorities to get justice in Pakistan. The Muslims are openly saying that they will take the estates, lands and houses of the Hindus who stay in Pakistan. They are also saying that they have a right over Hindu women. How will we bear this humiliation? We will have to strengthen ourselves. We will have to face these difficulties.44

It was on this note – filled with tension and fear for the Hindus, excitement and anticipation for the Muslims, and pregnant with the possibility of violence – that 14 August came to Sindh.
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CHAPTER 2

A Bloodstained Freedom

Independence, Partition, Pakistan

Karachi had been appointed the new capital of Pakistan by early June 1947; it had a sparkling reputation for cleanliness, law and order, a mild climate, modernity and cosmopolitanism, with a fine harbour and an airport. Karachi was also where Muhammad Ali Jinnah had been born in 1876. (Jinnah had spent the first 10 years of his childhood here, attending the prestigious Sind Madrasatul Islam.) While several parts of India were suffering from food shortages, Sindh was one of the few provinces then to have a grain surplus; it was also making enthusiastic plans for industrialisation in an independent Pakistan. 

On 7 August, a considerably ill and enfeebled Quaid-i-Azam Jinnah flew to Karachi from Delhi, ahead of Pakistan’s Independence celebrations. When he arrived at Karachi’s Drigh Road aerodrome, he was given a rousing welcome. Sindhi Congressmen were, however, conspicuous by their absence. (Premchand Bhasin and Tilok Raj Bhasin, leaders of the All-Pakistan Hindu Mahasabha, however, came to Karachi specifically for these celebrations.) As Jinnah headed for Government House, he drove down streets lined with crowds cheering ‘Pakistan Zindabad!’ and ‘Quaid-i-Azam Zindabad!’ Only the Hindu neighbourhoods remained sullenly quiet. 

Wilfred Russell, an Englishman, was working with Killick Nixon & Co. Visiting Karachi in August 1947 to explore the possibility of setting up a Killick Nixon office in Pakistan, he describes in his memoir the Independence celebrations in the new capital:

We arrived at the Palace Hotel, which by now seemed to be generally known as the ‘Spiv Arms’1 on the evening of 14 August. The hospitable Manager, Monsieur So and So, put us with several American and British correspondents into a large room which had been turned into a dormitory. I don’t think any of them had been to Karachi before. In fact, some of the Americans had never heard of the place until the partition of India had brought it suddenly into prominence. All of them, including the British, seemed to be disappointed at the smallness of the town, the large quantities of sand and the general lack of up-to-date amenities. Whether it was this provincial atmosphere or because few of them had studied the Muslim point of view before partition that made them feel the Independence celebrations were a flop is difficult to say in retrospect; the fact remains they all seemed convinced that the sober way in which the Muslims were celebrating their freedom probably meant they did not want it very much, certainly not as much as the Indians they had seen in Delhi who had been stoking up emotionally for some time back. […]

On my way out of the hotel early in the morning of 15 August I ran into many old friends in the entrance hall, who were up betimes to squeeze every drop of experience out of this great day.2 There was no mistaking the enthusiasm among educated Muslims whose anticipation of the day’s events reminded me of Speech Days at school.

Outside in the streets of Karachi there was any amount of enthusiasm among the Muslim populace, although the considerable number of Hindus who had lived there peaceably, side by side with the Muslims for generations, were obviously a bit worried and were beginning to look over their shoulders into India. Nevertheless, there was peace and quiet throughout the town. Everywhere the new green and white Pakistan flags were sprouting from rooftops, balconies and windows.3

The Independence celebrations in Karachi were relatively sober, as compared to Delhi, mainly because in 1947, 14 August fell in the month of Ramazan, the holy month of fasting and abstinence for Muslims. The formal state luncheon scheduled for 13 August was rescheduled by Jinnah for dinner for this reason. This, and the sense of chaos prevailing in Pakistan’s nascent capital, contributed in some measure to a sense of relative sobriety. Yet, as Russell and others testify, there was nevertheless much enthusiasm in the new capital of the new nation.

Mountbatten and his wife had flown into Karachi especially for Pakistan’s Independence. On 14 August, in front of the Sindh Assembly building, two flagpoles had been set up, with a platoon of the Baloch Regiment on guard. The Mountbattens, Quaid-i-Azam Jinnah and his sister, Fatima Jinnah, stood at the top of the steps of the building. The band played the British national anthem, and Mountbatten saluted, while the Union Jack was lowered, carefully folded and put away. Then the new Pakistani flag was hoisted, as the Pakistani national anthem played and Mountbatten and Jinnah saluted. The crowd cheered: Pakistan was finally born!4

After the celebrations at the Sindh Assembly, the Mountbattens accompanied Jinnah and his sister Fatima on a state parade through the city of Karachi. In early August 1947, Gerald Savage of the Punjab CID (Crime Investigation Department) had warned the government of a conspiracy by the RSS, in cooperation with Sikh militants under the prominent Sikh leader, Master Tara Singh, to perpetrate violence against Muslims by exploding bombs and even destroying the headworks of canals in Muslim-majority areas. To this end, a bomb had been exploded in the Crown Talkies cinema in Lahore at the end of June, and there were also plans being made to blow up trains carrying Muslim refugees to Pakistan.5

The RSS-Sikh militant nexus was a vexing issue for India too, not just for Pakistan. Nehru had written to Vallabhbhai Patel describing a well-organised plot of ‘certain Sikh and Hindu fascist elements’ to overthrow the government. In Nehru’s words, these were ‘pure terrorists’.6

Savage had also revealed to the government that Master Tara Singh’s most prominent goal was the assassination of Jinnah. Members of the RSS were to infiltrate the crowds in Karachi and hurl grenades at Jinnah’s car while he rode through the streets of the new capital during Pakistan’s Independence celebrations. However, after years of struggling for Pakistan, Jinnah would not be deterred by such warnings. He, in turn, attempted to dissuade Mountbatten from joining him, but the latter claimed that nobody would want to kill him. Putting on a brave face, Mountbatten and his wife joined the Jinnah siblings in an open black Rolls Royce on a tour of the city. This three-mile drive took 30 minutes to complete, the car driving extremely slowly along cheering crowd-lined streets.7 Ultimately, Jinnah claimed that his presence had averted an attack on Mountbatten; Mountbatten simultaneously claimed credit for having saved Jinnah’s life.8

Now that Independence had been attained, the Sindh government had changed masters: Sir Francis Mudie, the governor of Sindh, was replaced by the erstwhile premier, Ghulam Hussain Hidayatullah, who was at this point the only non-British governor in Pakistan. Mohammed Ayub Khuhro took Hidayatullah’s place as the premier. 

While the newly-Independent Indian government had inherited the capital of the Raj, Pakistan had to set up its own capital from scratch. This gargantuan task fell largely on the shoulders of the Sindh government, which had vacated its own offices at the Sindh Secretariat at the end of July. The Sindh Legislative Assembly building was given over to the Pakistan Constituent Assembly (with the Sindh Legislature using it only when it was free). Army barracks were put into use as housing for government officers, and new barracks were constructed on the open spaces of Karachi’s Artillery Maidan to house additional offices of the central government. However, the Pakistan central government still had to arrange for the transport from Delhi of the government office equipment that had also been partitioned: chairs, tables, typewriters, inkstands, table lamps, hat pegs, bookshelves, safes, fans, clocks, bicycles. The Sindh government also had to find housing for ministers, bureaucrats and lesser officials, peons and their families. According to Hamida Khuhro, the historian and daughter of Mohammed Ayub Khuhro, then the minister for public works, Khuhro himself shared his own house with other government officers, and later vacated it for Liaquat Ali Khan, the first prime minister of Pakistan. Similarly, Government House, the official residence of the governor of Sindh, was vacated for Jinnah.9

In those early days, there was much chaos, much creative improvisation. Government employees – many of whom were muhajirs – often used packing crates for furniture and worked in open verandas, given the daunting shortage of facilities. Yet, if there was chaos, there was also a great deal of enthusiasm and zeal among the Muslims who were building their long-awaited Pakistan. Syed Hashim Raza was a senior ICS officer, and although he hailed from UP, he joined the Bombay cadre, and spent many years working in Sindh. At the time of Partition, he was both secretary to the governor of Sindh as well as collector and district magistrate of Karachi; in 1948, he was appointed administrator of Karachi also. According to Raza, ‘Thorns were used instead of pins, stools and benches were used instead of chairs, and no one complained, such was the joy of working for one’s own government and people.’10

Quetta

Quetta, the capital of the neighbouring province of Baluchistan, was home to a substantial population of Hindus and Sikhs, both Sindhi and Punjabi, who controlled the fruit and dry fruit trade there. Reassured by the goodwill of the local Muslim leaders, these Hindus and Sikhs had stayed on after the creation of Pakistan, and some of them had participated in the Independence celebrations in the days before and after 14 August.

It was in Quetta, and not in Sindh itself, that Sindhi Hindus first experienced large-scale Partition-related violence. There are two conflicting reports about how the Quetta violence of 20/21 August was ignited. According to one version, violence was triggered off by the arrival of Punjabi Muslim refugees in the hill station town. The narratives of the Punjabi Muslims’ ordeal in East Punjab inflamed local passions, and revenge was planned. Three wounded Muslim boys from East Punjab were allegedly paraded on 20 August, with slogans shouted against Sikhs and Hindus. According to another version, violence broke out subsequent to a quarrel between some Pathans and other Muslims over the question of the hoisting of a flag over a mosque, the former wanting to hoist a Pathan flag. This quarrel then degenerated into widespread killings, loot and arson. The initial violence targeted the Sikhs; this rapidly spilled over, and turned into an attack on Hindus as well. 

A secondary motive was to wrest control of the fruit and dry fruit trade, which was largely in Hindu and Sikh hands. As various narratives show, the violence that was initiated against the Hindus and Sikhs on 20 August was resumed with greater intensity on 21 August. About 100 non-Muslims were killed and many more injured.11 According to the Free Press Journal, the attacks were predetermined, and the attackers came to Quetta from the surrounding villages, equipped with trucks loaded with kerosene tins and other inflammable materials; they looted and burned Hindu and Sikh property. According to one account, the attackers moved around freely, in jeeps and lorries, and the police, instead of putting a stop to the violence and the looting, either disappeared or joined them. Hindus and Sikhs were also attacked in neighbouring areas such as Pishin and Mach. The military was called in at 3 pm on 21 August and the violence suppressed by the end of the day.12 After the violence, about 100 tribal chieftains suspected of inciting the people and abetting the violence were arrested.

Lila Shahani moved to Quetta in 1944, after her marriage to Bulo Kripalani, who had lived there since birth. In her account of the Quetta violence, Lila Kripalani describes how she, her husband and their small son received help from a Muslim, despite her suspicion of them.

[In] 1947, news reached us that riots had started in Lahore. We heard about many people getting killed in these riots. Then there was news that Muslims from Lahore had arrived in Quetta and were armed with a list of the ten most prominent families in Quetta whom they were targeting. In that list was the name of Bulo Kripalani.

One night, as we were returning from a party we had attended, we saw many people sleeping on the roads. Only later did we discover that those were not sleeping people, but corpses, dead people. Those were Hindus who had been killed by Muslim mobs. As we entered our home we found the house silent, which was very unusual. Even our four servants, strangely, were not to be found in attendance. Our neighbour came to warn us that there was a danger to our family.

Bulo immediately donned the Baluchi cap and since he had the tall look of a Pathan he easily passed off as a Muslim Baluchi. When he saw the mob approaching our house Bulo went out wearing the Baluchi cap. They said to him, ‘Allah o Akbar! Allah o Akbar! Maaro Hindu ko! Kahan hai woh khabees? [Kill the Hindu! Where is that bad person?]’; they spoke in Pushto. Thinking on his feet, Bulo smiled and answered triumphantly, ‘Usko to maar dala! [I have killed him.]’ Convinced by his attire and triumphant smile, they left him but they killed two of our four staff, and injured two of them.

Near our home, there was a very good lawyer, Mr. Lalchandani, who had a home right on the street. Many Hindu families had moved to his house because it was easy to escape from and make a quick getaway in case of an attack. […] I was dressed in party clothes and had nothing else with me. The military arranged three passes for [us] the next day and we were to be transported in a truck to the racecourse where all the fleeing Hindus were being kept under military protection. One lady asked me to take her 10-year-old along with me because she didn’t want him to stay back. Since we had only three passes, Bulo and I had to lie and say there had been some mistake, that we had two children, not one, and that the authorities had erred by leaving one child’s name out. They believed us and we took the child with us. At the racecourse, we handed over the child to his relative. Then I requested an army man to shelter us and the man had tears in his eyes as he turned to his wife. ‘See, they have come, here you were complaining that nobody is coming to us for shelter and now she has come!’ He made his canteen available to us and gave us a very comfortable stay in his home.

My parents lived in Karachi, next door to [the Mohattas.]13 They had attended my wedding earlier and they remembered that I was now living in Quetta. They were sending a plane to Quetta to bring back one of their employees who was operating their office in Quetta. [Mr. Mohatta] asked my mother if my family and I would like to fly down to Karachi along with their manager, since the aircraft would be returning only with him and would have space for the three of us. […]

But we somehow had to reach the airport. Bulo didn’t even have a proper shirt, so he borrowed a shirt from our host and then we took a gaadi, a horse-carriage. I realised that a Muslim was driving and I was frightened so all through the journey I kept my hand firmly on the door latch, ready to escape in case he tried anything. He saw me tense and turned around and said very kindly, ‘Amma (Mother) don’t worry, I will reach you to the airport.’ He drove so fast, very fast, so that we could make it for the deadline and we reached at 12.30 pm, well in time. When we offered him the fare for the ride, he point-blank refused. He said that it was wrong to accept a fare under those conditions. I was touched and felt ashamed, how could I have mistrusted him?14

According to their daughter, Sonu Kripalani, Lila could not even take her jewellery with her. When they were being taken by truck to the racecourse, their dog ran after the vehicle for quite a distance, but unfortunately, they were unable to take their pet with them when they left Quetta. Lila and Bulo Kripalani flew to Karachi, and subsequently sailed to Bombay, where they spent the rest of their lives.15

A significant number of Quetta’s Hindus were originally from Sindh, and now there was an exodus out of Baluchistan and into their home province. In two days’ time, Quetta city was cleared of its minorities, who were then shifted to the cantonment, where they were in relatively greater safety. Most of them were unable to leave Quetta for three days, since the railway lines between Quetta and Kolpur, some miles away, had been sabotaged. Two aircrafts were chartered from Karachi, however, to help evacuate the Hindus and Sikhs.

Dr Choithram Gidwani rushed to Quetta to meet Sindhi Hindus and help with their evacuation. By early September, two-thirds of Quetta’s minorities – which had originally been in the vicinity of about 27,000 – had left the city, and some of them were looted on their journey eastwards. A large number of these Hindus and Sikhs – both Sindhi and Punjabi – proposed to migrate to India, and so they were taken by train to Hyderabad (Sindh), where a temporary camp had been set up for them. From Hyderabad, they took other trains to India, as also to Karachi, from where they sailed to Bombay.

There was great sympathy for these refugees among the Hindus living in Sindh, and during their journey from Quetta to Hyderabad, down the length of Sindh, arrangements for food and refreshments for the refugees were made at each principal station where their train stopped, such as Shikarpur and Sukkur, not to mention Hyderabad itself. At these places, the refugees’ accounts of what they had witnessed only served to amplify panic among the Hindus living there. This triggered off another, lesser migration – from Sindh to India – mainly of middle class Sindhi Hindus in these cities as well as of non-Muslims living in Karachi who hailed from outside Sindh, such as Kutchis, Kathiawaris, Marwaris, Maharashtrians, Punjabis and Goans.

The Start of Communal Violence in Sindh

The violence in Quetta was followed, in the last days of August 1947, by attacks on Sindhi Hindus – generally individuals travelling alone or in twos and threes – in trains in Northern Sindh, mostly at night. The main motive behind the attacks appears to have been robbery, since their belongings were forcibly taken from them, and the victims – about 30 in total – were knifed and/or thrown from the train. A few were killed, some injured. (Not many days later, several suspects, including a Christian and a Sikh, were arrested.) 

Manohar Bhambhani was a small boy in 1947, living in Northern Sindh. After Partition, he and his family headed for Karachi, from where they were to sail to Bombay. Bhambhani recalls the train journey from Sukkur to Karachi:

I had my first encounter with riots in the train. The train had just about started from Sukkur that two burly men in shalwar kameez tried to force their way into the compartment, but since they couldn’t get in through the locked door, they threw two knives, of the Rampuri kind, into the compartment from the window. Mercifully, we escaped. At night, at almost every halt, somebody banged on our door and shouted threats to us, saying that if we did not open the door they would kill us, by setting the compartment on fire. This was a complete nightmare for me, an experience I will never forget.16

It is worth remembering that Sindh has had a long history of crime, dating back many centuries.17 By the end of the 19th century, the rate of crime in Sindh was almost double that in the rest of Bombay Presidency.18 Crime in Sindh – especially kidnappings, dacoities and highway robberies – continues at a high rate to the present day.

With many Hindus liquidating their considerable assets, it was not surprising that thefts and robberies increased; these crimes were not always motivated by communal hatred. Yet it is likely that anti-Hindu sentiment did play some role in these crimes, with Sindhi Hindus perceived to be more vulnerable. In early September 1947, the temple at the town of Uderolal, in Southern Sindh, was attacked by dacoits, who shot the priest and made off with the gold ornaments of the deity. Later the same month, this scenario was replicated at the Shiva temple at Tirth Laki near Sehwan.

On the heels of these attacks on Hindus, in temples and in trains across Sindh, came communal violence in the Central Sindh town of Nawabshah and its adjoining areas. 

There had been a large number of Punjabi Sikhs settled in the Nawabshah area. The arrival of throngs of disgruntled Muslims from East Punjab had perturbed the Hindus and Sikhs living there, who had made requests to the authorities for additional security. However, the district magistrate of Nawabshah was a Punjabi Muslim called Masud, who had acquired a reputation for both highhandedness as well as extreme prejudice against Hindus, and according to several narratives, he allegedly instigated and abetted the perpetrators of violence so as to create lebensraum for the Muslim refugees from East Punjab.19 According to one account, when local Hindus and Sikhs came to Masud with their complaints and fears, he even demanded a sum of Rs 1,00,000 from them, for the relief and rehabilitation of muhajirs arrived in the area, claiming that ‘the collection of this amount was an indispensable factor in the task of the maintenance of peace of the district’.20

According to one account, a 150-strong armed mob attacked a Sikh colony in the middle of the night of 30 August. With the Sikhs fleeing for their lives, there were not many casualties, but several houses were looted and set on fire.21 These Sikhs were targeted simply because Punjabi Sikhs had played a very visible role in the recent carnage in East Punjab. 

Given the anti-Sikh hostility prevailing among the muhajirs, many Sikhs started migrating from Sindh to India. On 1 September 1947, some Sikhs boarded a train from Nawabshah to Khokhrapar, and onwards, to India. The train was stopped 20 minutes after it had left Nawabshah. According to one account, an armed mob of 200 had tampered with the rails near Shafiabad, 15 kms from Nawabshah, and once the train was forced to stop, the mob, which had been hiding in bushes nearby, emerged to attack the Sikhs on the train. Between 15 to 20 Sikhs were killed, and their belongings looted, and about 17 Sikhs were injured.22 In 1947, Narayan Malkani and his Hyderabad-based family had gathered in his brother’s house at Mirpur Khas in Southern Sindh before migrating to India. His brother worked as a guard on the Jodhpur railway, and had been on the same train that had been attacked, but was lucky to have survived. Narayan Malkani recalls that his brother brought the train to Mirpur Khas and then came home, his clothes drenched in blood.23

This was followed by several incidents of violence in Nawabshah town and district, which left about 35 dead and 25 injured – most of the casualties were from the Sikh community.24 In the north too, there were stray incidents around Sukkur, which had a reputation for inflamed communal passion. In the Punjab, meanwhile, communal violence continued to rage, and the Pakistan government, preoccupied with containing the situation, was obliged to postpone the next session of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly, scheduled for October 1947, to the first week of December.

The communal violence in Nawabshah was followed by a string of knife attacks in Karachi in early September. These were again scattered incidents allegedly perpetrated by muhajirs; several of the victims were Sikhs. This violence occurred in the wake of the recent anti-Muslim violence in Delhi.

On 7 September, about 500 junior Pakistan government employees – mostly muhajirs – called on Jinnah at Government House to protest against the recent violence in Delhi and to plead for the safe passage to Pakistan of their relatives who still remained in India. Jinnah, however, was busy hosting a reception for the Sultan of Kuwait, and Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan tried in vain to pacify the government employees. After the reception, Jinnah appeared at his balcony for a few minutes and addressed the crowd, assuring them that the government was doing its best. On their way home, the crowd attacked a local bus in the city and a few cigarette shops; they did not attack individuals however. Soon after, however, attacks on individual Sikhs and Hindus began in Karachi. Curfew was imposed in Karachi for the first time in living memory. By now there were more than 11,000 muhajirs in Karachi, half of whom were in large refugee camps, and the rest scattered throughout the city. 

Delhi

If Karachi had been a Hindu-dominated city before Partition, Delhi was considered a ‘Muslim’ city. Capital of the Mughal empire, it was the bastion of elite Muslim culture and the cream of Muslim society. It was in this city – the capital of a supposedly secular India – that Muslims were attacked, looted, killed, driven out of their homes in the early days of September 1947. Muslim houses and mosques were vandalised and/or forcibly occupied. In some areas, Dalits were threatened by organised Hindu and Sikh militants to deter them from giving protection to their Muslim neighbours. The local police and military proved to be quite prejudiced against Muslims and therefore watched passively or sometimes even took an active part in the violence.25

Ostensibly, the pogrom against Muslims in Delhi was perpetrated as retaliation by Hindu and Sikh refugees who had suffered violence in their home province of Punjab and had now flooded Delhi.26 However, a major motivation for this violence was housing for the incoming refugees. According to Sahibzada Khurshid, the chief commissioner of Delhi, the large-scale arson that was carried out for two to three days only ceased when Hindus occupied Muslim houses. According to the historians, Tai Yong Tan and Gyanesh Kudaisya, almost 44,000 Muslim houses were occupied in Old Delhi alone.27

Thousands of Muslims were now obliged to take refuge in the many camps that sprang up all over the city. There were estimated to be between 62,000 and 80,000 refugees at one time in the camp at Purana Qila which, in the words of Dr Zakir Hussain, the future president of India, was a ‘living grave’. The Purana Qila camp, meant for Muslim refugees, was treated for a while as the responsibility of the Pakistan government (which even sent food from Pakistan for a while), while the Indian government ran another camp for Muslims at Humayun’s tomb. Various narratives assert that the Indian government paid far more attention to camps meant for Hindu and Sikh refugees from West Pakistan than it did to camps for Muslims headed for Pakistan. 

It became impossible for many of these Delhi Muslims to return to their homes even after the violence had abated. The Indian government declared the forcible occupation of Muslim houses by Hind and Sikh refugees illegal, but being partisan towards the latter, it also declared that ‘no (non-Muslim) refugee would be evicted for illegal occupation without being provided with alternative accommodation.’ The majority of the Muslims in the Purana Qila camp ultimately left India for Pakistan.28

About those who remained, Shahid Ahmad Dehlavi, then a resident of Delhi, says:

The Muslims of Delhi lived in fear… They trusted no one and spoke in whispers, constantly on the lookout for “informers”. Muslims were considered anti-national. Large numbers had been, and were being, arrested. Seeking to hide their Muslimness, some – especially younger – men had shaved off their beards. The few Muslim shopkeepers still in business tried to protect themselves by hiring Hindu/Sikh agents and workers. It was difficult to breathe freely.29

In the context of Hindu and Sikh refugees in Delhi, the historian Gyanendra Pandey remarks on the double standards in society, of a privileged ‘ruling class’ celebrating Independence and a newly arrived ‘refugee class’ unable to do so. Pandey further talks of a third class, that of the resident minority: ‘a whole community [that had come] to feel defenceless, isolated and increasingly suffocated.’30

Maintaining Law and Order

It was in the context of the terrible anti-Muslim violence in Delhi and in other parts of Independent India that the Sindh government took swift steps to staunch the communal violence that had begun in Sindh. Armed guards were posted both on trains as well as at stations, to deter trouble-makers at the railways, a popular target. A bill was passed to provide for the externment of any non-Sindhi creating communal trouble in the province. District authorities banned the carrying of weapons of all kinds and prohibited the collection of acids, stones, etc. Premier Khuhro, as well as other prominent Sindhi Muslim politicians, made several tours of the Sindhi hinterland to assess conditions; these Muslim leaders, including Governor Hidayatullah, addressed peace conferences, reassuring the Hindus of their safety. The firm stance of the Sindh government against violence played a significant role in its mitigation.

While the violence against Sikhs and Hindus in Nawabshah, and the scattered stabbings in Karachi and across Sindh were no doubt grave, Punjab had experienced a bloodbath. Since March 1947, there had been anti-minority pogroms in numerous villages and cities across that province, with each cycle of communal violence reaching new depths of barbarity. Foot convoys and refugees in trains – travelling in both directions – had been butchered. Women had been abducted, raped and sold into prostitution. In contrast, the communal violence in Sindh was of a relatively lower magnitude and intensity.

Several personal narratives about Partition, as well as newspapers from 1947 – The Times of India and Free Press Journal, for example – refer frequently to ‘lawlessness’ in conjunction with ‘communal violence’. The term ‘lawlessness’ meant more than merely the commitment of crimes such as murder, rioting, arson, rape or abduction. It signified the breakdown of law and order as society knew it, a form of anarchy: a perceived state of mind in which acts previously proscribed by law, religion, or custom could become possible. As Ashis Nandy describes it, it signified: ‘not only a collapse of authority but also an apparent suspension of traditional codes of conduct […]’31

Penderel Moon, an Oxford scholar, an ex-ICS officer, and, at that time, the revenue and public works minister in the princely state of Bahawalpur, describes this collapse of authority as:

…a complete breakdown, or rather reversal, of the ordinary moral values. To kill a Sikh had become almost a duty; to kill a Hindu was hardly a crime. To rob them was an innocent pleasure, carrying no moral stigma; to refrain was a mark not of virtue but of lack of enterprise. On the other hand to try to stop these things was at best folly, at worst a crime.32 

Moon’s description of this perversion of values in Bahawalpur could equally apply to Hindus and Sikhs in places where Muslims were in a minority. This perception of lawlessness or anarchy – internalised by many victims as well as perpetrators of violence – possibly contributed to the violence, as well as helped both parties to rationalise it subsequently.

There were a few factors that contributed to this ‘lawlessness’. Firstly, there was a time lag between the termination of the relatively smoothly functioning British rule and the firm establishment of indigenous rule, especially in the partitioned provinces of Bengal and Punjab. There are also many reports of outgoing British administrators who, faced with the imminent end of their postings, reacted with indifference or laziness at times of great social tension. This only contributed to a sense of uncertainty and loss of the public’s faith in the administration.33

At the end of June 1947, central government servants were given the option to choose which dominion they wished to work for. Since many Hindu, Sikh and Muslim government servants chose on the basis of their religion, some held the view that this fed the sense of insecurity among the minorities in many parts of Northern India.34

The Radcliffe Award, delineating the borders between India and Pakistan, had been prepared by 13 August 1947. Mountbatten, however, chose to hand over the Radcliffe Award to leaders of both dominions only on 16 August, after Independence. The Radcliffe Award was published only on 17 August. Consequently, the great confusion that prevailed until then, as to where exactly the border lines would be drawn, also added to the sense of anarchy. 

Yet the Sindh government had the foresight to prevent large-scale violence from occurring, precisely through the strict maintenance of law and order. (Penderel Moon also points out that in Multan, where the local authorities ‘acted vigorously and by arranging prompt dispatch of military forces to the affected areas’, the quantum of casualties was not as high as in the Rawalpindi and Attock districts, where there was a delay of over a week before any serious action was taken by the government.35) The Muslim League leadership in Sindh had regretted their experiment with communal violence over the issue of Masjid Manzilgah and was determined to avoid further bloodshed. Khuhro and his government were also keen on maintaining Sindh’s reputation as a peaceful province. This further gave them a sense of moral superiority vis-à-vis India, after the anti-Muslim violence in its capital.

Even though curfew had been withdrawn in Karachi, the Sindh government issued the Sind Public Safety Ordinance on 21 September, which was enforced in Karachi city and the districts of Sukkur, Nawabshah, Tharparkar and Hyderabad on 4 October. Meant to restrain communal violence, the ordinance gave the government arbitrary and sweeping powers to detain persons suspected of disturbing the peace for six months without trial, and to provide capital punishment or transportation for life for causing hurt by stabbing. It also provided for the punishment of individuals for the possession of illegal weapons and allowed for the censorship of the press. Although the drastic measures of the Sind Public Safety Ordinance were intended to act as strong deterrents for any would-be trouble-makers, they only served to unsettle the Hindus even more, who perceived themselves to be at risk for arbitrary arrests and, with limited or no arms, unable to defend themselves against communal violence.

In addition to pre-empting anti-minority violence as far as possible, the Sindh government had also made some attempts to accommodate Hindu interests. It had set up the Sind Minorities Association, headed by Dr Hemandas Wadhwani. Two seats in the Sind cabinet were reserved for minority representatives. The newly established Sindh University had set up separate boards of studies for Hindu culture and religion, Gujarati, Sanskrit and Marathi. In addition, the university had formed advisory committees for matters concerning Hindus, Parsis and Christians. The Sindh government had also set up a committee to investigate cases of a phenomenon new to Sindh: the forcible occupation of Hindu offices, shops and houses by Muslim refugees from India.
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CHAPTER 3

Alienated at Home

Housing for Muhajirs in Karachi

The first muhajirs had come to Sindh as early as late 1946. These Muslims were mostly refugees from Bihar. They had fled their homes after Direct Action Day, and the subsequent communal violence in Bihar in October and November 1946. While some muhajirs had found their way to East Bengal, about 1,500 or so had come to Karachi. The Sindh Muslim League had then welcomed them with open arms, in a determined gesture of Muslim solidarity. 

Apart from setting up the Pakistan central government offices and providing living quarters for an estimated 7,000 government officers and their families, the Sindh government also had to find accommodation for these muhajirs. Housing in Karachi, however, was becoming increasingly difficult. Given the housing shortage, hotel tariffs had soared, and an ordinance was passed to control the rates charged by hotels and lodging houses in Karachi.

The muhajirs had initially been accommodated in Haji Camp (originally meant for Muslims departing on Haj) as well as in schools and hospitals controlled by the Karachi municipal corporation. Landlords in the city had been directed to give the refugees first preference while renting out flats in newly constructed buildings. The Sindh government was also trying to arrange for their accommodation in unoccupied military barracks in Karachi. The long-term plan of the Sindh government was to redistribute these muhajirs among the various districts of the province and rehabilitate them there. 

In June 1947, it was initially proposed to settle the muhajirs on a large plot of land in Bunder Road Extension, a well-heeled suburb of Karachi. This was, however, a residential area dominated by affluent Sindhi Hindus, who became nervous about such a large number of discontented lower class Muslim refugees living in such close proximity to them. Given their influence, the Hindus were able to sway the government into transferring the proposed resettlement site to Lyari, a more congested lower middle class area. Tented camps also came up on the outskirts of the city, and a move to take over houses in the red-light area (which, it was thought, could absorb about 2,000 people) was contemplated.

However, it had been several months since these refugees had arrived in Sindh. Many muhajirs had suffered violence at the hands of Hindus and Sikhs. They had not only left their homes, or been uprooted, but had also undergone arduous and dangerous journeys in order to reach Pakistan. They had thought they were coming to their imagined Pakistan, an idealised country where many had expected to automatically receive housing, jobs and respect, simply by virtue of being Muslims. Instead they found themselves in difficult conditions in refugee camps in Karachi, a city dominated by Sindhi Hindus. These Hindus were often perceived by the muhajirs as having no reckoning in Pakistan, the proclaimed homeland for the Muslims of South Asia; they were also perceived as fifth-columnists, with greater loyalty to India. According to the historian, Vazira Zamindar: 

By questioning their degree of belonging and rendering [the Hindus] suspicious, an equation emerged in muhajir opinion whereby Hindus were believed to be leaving (sooner or later) and so their houses were there for the taking.1

With communal violence continuing unabated in other parts of the country, more and more Muslim refugees began arriving in Sindh, and more specifically, Karachi. It had been a difficult summer: There had been heat-waves across Northern India, and it was also the longest summer in 100 years; the monsoon arrived a record one month late in 1947. With temperatures and tempers both rising, desperate to find a home for themselves, some muhajirs began to forcibly occupy property belonging to Hindus in Karachi. The writer Gobind ‘Malhi’ writes of his experience of forcible eviction:

Three days after my brother-in-law and I saw our families off, I barely opened my office at about nine o’clock in the morning, when a tall, burly Punjabi came in after me. I sat down on my chair, and he advanced towards the desk. He said in Urdu, ‘Hey mister, here, take Rs 100. Give me possession of the office immediately.’ 

I don’t know where I got my determination from. I said, ‘I won’t give you possession. The furniture alone is worth Rs 2,000…’ He sat down in front of me. Very arrogantly, he said, ‘Okay, take 500 and get out.’ I said, ‘I won’t get out. I am a Pakistani citizen.’ 

He said, ‘Here Muslims rule, not Pakistani citizens.’ He suddenly stood up, and taking my own paperweight from my table, aimed it at me. I shrank within my chair. He lowered his hand, but the paperweight remained in his possession. In a stern voice he said, ‘I will return the day after tomorrow, with my friends. I will take possession. I will beat you up and throw you out. Then you can do what you want.’ 

He abruptly turned around and left. When he reached the door, he remembered the paperweight in his hand. He returned, put the paperweight on the table and, glaring at me, left quickly.

I completely lost my nerve. His flaming eyes, his threatening manner, his aiming the paperweight at me, and his glare – I had quite lost my presence of mind. I realised I did not have the strength to get up.2

After composing himself, Gobind ‘Malhi’ left his office and went straight home, where he packed two sets of clothes in a small bag, and flew to Ahmedabad that very day. He intended to return in a week, after consulting with his family about whether to stay on in Sindh, but ultimately he never returned to his homeland.

As a result of these instances of forcible occupations of property, Hindus felt extremely insecure, afraid to leave their homes and shops empty even for a few hours lest they be usurped. Even the presence of the owners of the houses was not necessarily enough to deter forcible occupations. Occasionally, there were incidents where muhajirs – even though they did not actually occupy houses forcibly – would stone Hindu houses and heckle the owners inside, pressurising them to leave. Some Sindhi Hindus recall that Hindu homes were marked, either with a sign, or simply with the words: ‘This is a Hindu house’ outside.3

In mid-September the Sindh government set up a committee to address the problem of the forcible occupation of Hindu houses by muhajirs. However, it primarily had its own interests in mind, given the escalating demand for housing in Karachi. Khuhro announced that where Hindu property was unoccupied (if the Hindu owners or tenants had gone to India, even temporarily), the government would take over such property and allot it to muhajir applicants via the rent controller. This essentially amounted to the forcible occupation of Hindu unoccupied property by the Sindh government. Khuhro announced that the committee would accept applications from homeless muhajirs asking for specified premises found to be vacated by Hindus, and on recommendation of the committee, the rent controller would make allotments. If the premises were locked, and in the absence of the original tenant, the landlord could hand over the vacant property, and the lock would be broken by the police to obtain possession.4

It should be noted that the conflict was not always between Hindus and Muslims; different communities of Muslims also began to clash over property. And as Kamla Hiranand’s narrative below tells us, these forcible occupations continued for several months. Kamla Hiranand (née Devi Kripalani) was a doughty Gandhian and freedom fighter, married to Hiranand Karamchand. In her essay, ‘The Situation in Sindh during Partition’, she describes the efforts of Congress workers to combat the phenomenon of Muslim refugees usurping Hindu homes. Her account also depicts, though tangentially, the travails that muhajirs went through, both in India and in Sindh. 

Many men had sent their families abroad [to India] and were living alone. They had stayed behind because of their jobs, their lands, or other properties. The moment they would step outside their door, the panaahgirs, the Muslim refugees in Karachi, would immediately come and occupy their house. They would do the same thing when shops were left unattended. When a shopkeeper would go home for lunch, he would return and find panaahgirs occupying his shop. They would vacate neither the occupied house nor the shop. They would openly say, ‘Why are you still staying here in Pakistan? Go to Hindustan.’		

After breakfast, our elderly uncle, our late Kaka Pohoomal Mirchandani, would go out into the neighbourhood to find out how the neighbours were doing. If he found that the panaahgirs had forcibly occupied a house, he would immediately come to call me. I used to think that we were still in power, so I would go with Kaka and we would try and persuade the panaahgirs. But why would they listen to us, why would they vacate the place? 

Once, the panaahgirs spread a dhurrie in the compound of someone’s house and sat there, even though the owner of the house was at home. When Kaka found out, he took me along with him. I saw that in the severe December cold about eight to ten people were sitting on the dhurrie outside in the compound, and were cooking something on a lit stove. Their water jar was kept in front of them. A two- or three-month-old infant was lying asleep, covered with a piece of patchwork quilt. I told the panaahgirs in Hindustani, ‘Is this any act of decency, the way you have come and sat down in another’s house?’ I had barely said this when one of them immediately shouted, ‘Who are you to teach us decency?’ He took his sleeping child into his lap and said, ‘See the decency of your Delhi-wallas, who have taken away the clothes from our newborn’s body in the biting cold of Delhi. You go and teach them decency. Now this is our country, we will stay here.’5 

It should be noted that this phenomenon – the forcible occupation of properties belonging to the minority community, by members of the majority community, often incoming refugees – had already reared its head elsewhere in the subcontinent. Property belonging to Muslims in parts of Northern India had similarly been occupied forcibly, sometimes by locals, and sometimes by Hindu and Sikh refugees from West Pakistan. In Sindh, however, this phenomenon played a major role in the marked change in Sindhi society. According to Vazira Zamindar, the forcible occupation of Hindu houses by muhajirs – which had soon become one of the most common crimes – was the factor that contributed the most to the average Hindu feeling like ‘a stranger or foreigner in his own land of birth.’6

Sindh Begins to Transform

Popati Hiranandani, the well-known writer, describes her last days in Hirabad, a locality in Hyderabad (Sindh): 

It was announced on the radio that the country would be partitioned. The papers published the news that all of Sindh had gone to Pakistan. Refugees had started coming to Sindh. One day we heard that 5,000 Muslims had arrived in Hyderabad, some of whom were put up in the Muslim Hostel, some in the Salata7 locality and some in the madrassa. The Muslim Hostel was on the road to the right of our house. There was fear in the air, panic in the atmosphere and terror pervaded our hearts. And when some Muslim youths came out from the hostel and raised the slogan, ‘Hand over to us the houris of Hirabad’ our pulses quickened all the more! In each and every house, girls were instructed that, if a Muslim were to enter the house, they were to put their fingers in the two holes of the electric socket, switch it on and end their lives. Small packets of poison were also distributed in houses, to be consumed by women in times of trouble.

At six o’clock in the evening, on hearing the sound of the loudspeakers, I went and stood at the mouth of my lane. There was a line of police trucks passing by and they were announcing: ‘There won’t be any riots; police sentries are on the alert and the military is also ready to act.’ But as the trucks were passing by, doors and windows were being closed. People were expecting something to happen. It had become a ghost town.

Coming home, I was about to switch on the radio when Ammi forbade me: ‘The wretches will think that we are enjoying songs on the radio.’ Ordinarily, the light above the outer door of the house would be switched on at seven o’clock, and would stay on late into the night. The outer door, too, would remain open till 11 or 12 o’clock, but today we didn’t even switch on the lights in the courtyard and the veranda. We locked the three kinds of latches on the door.8

Even before Independence, muhajirs had been sent to be resettled in Hyderabad, since Karachi had been swamped with incoming refugees.9 Hyderabad was a convenient destination because this was the terminus of the railway line from Jodhpur. 

Now the city began to transform, with the arrival of large numbers of muhajirs, many of whom were lower middle class Muslims. By the end of September 1947, there were at least 40,000 muhajirs in Hyderabad.10 They began to occupy public spaces and institutions in the city, such as Noor Muhammad High School, and Training College. They also occupied Hindu properties such as the Brahmo Samaj Mandir, Hindu Ashram and Sanskrit Pathshala, but were made to vacate these after the Hindus protested. The presence of large numbers of discontented Muslims, their ‘intrusion’ into heretofore Hindu domains, their occasional forcible occupation of Hindu houses and their open antipathy towards resident Hindus highly alarmed the Hindus of Hyderabad (many of whom already had a communal outlook). 

As mentioned earlier, Sindhi Hindus had become used to their sociocultural dominance of the province, and on occasion, were given to arrogance and high-handedness. Respondents from the Hindu-dominated Hirabad, then a relatively new suburb of Hyderabad (Sindh), are actually proud to relate that when Sindhi Hindu women came out for a walk in the evenings, Sindhi Muslim men were actively and aggressively discouraged by Sindhi Hindu men from passing through this neighbourhood. Similarly, according to Pir Ali Muhammad Rashdi, the Muslims of Sukkur were forbidden to pass through a lane in the city where a home for Hindu widows was located.11 According to Professor D. H. Butani, Hindu women walked freely through their neighbourhoods in the town of Sehwan in Central Sindh, for ‘no Muslim was allowed to pass through Hindu streets.’12 Now it was the Hindus who were wary, on the defensive.

A parallel development was the burgeoning spread of wild rumours among the Hindus. Rumours, which could spread like wildfire, had particular potency in that era of limited communication. There were stories being spread that, instead of goats and sheep, Hindus would be slaughtered on Bakr-Id, falling on 26 October 1947; that Hindu drinking water would be poisoned; that their properties would be taken over.13 There were other rumours that emigrating Hindu women and girls were being molested by the Muslim National Guards at the Karachi docks.

Sindh was undergoing a transformation, not only in the cities, but in the villages as well. In his autobiography, the writer Gobind ‘Malhi’ describes how the changed environment in his village of Tharu Shah made his father decide to migrate to India.

In Tharu Shah as well […] the seed of communalism began to sprout among many Sindhi Muslims. My father also lost heart. In a letter to me, he wrote: ‘The Muslim haaris have started becoming uncooperative. Some of them have already started telling the shopkeepers openly: ‘Vania, watch out. Now we Muslims will reign.’ One haari told me: ‘Landlord, change the sharecropping system. Not 50-50 any more; we will take two-thirds, one-third for you. Now your security lies in our hands.’ Come and take us away from here.14

Gobind ‘Malhi’ sent his father and the rest of his family to India. As described earlier, he himself left a few days later.

There were some instances where agricultural lands belonging to Hindus who were still living in Sindh were forcibly taken over by Sindhi Muslims. In other cases, land belonging to Hindus who had temporarily moved to India was being taken over illegally by Sindhi Muslims, who then claimed that the land had been sold or leased to them. A section of the Muslim press called upon peasants not to repay loans advanced to them by Hindu landowners. According to the then Lahore high court judge, Gopal Das Khosla, Muslim zamindars refused to give Hindu haaris their share of crops, while Muslim haaris refused to hand over crops to Hindu zamindars. Houses and shops in rural areas were broken into and burgled, while cattle were stolen.15 From the interiors, there also came complaints of illegal extortion. According to one report from the town of Halla in Southern Sindh, one anna per square yard of cloth was taken from customers by ration shopkeepers ‘for contribution to the refugee relief fund’, but without issuing any cash memos or receipts.16 

The press in Sindh had also become highly polarised and antagonistic, with newspapers like Hilal-e-Pakistan (a Sindhi daily published from Hyderabad) and Al-Wahid (one of whose directors was Khuhro himself) speaking for and to the Muslims. According to one source, the 6 October 1947 edition of Hilal-e-Pakistan:

[…] called on Muslim criminals to not bother Muslims any more, and instead use their full strength, valour and weapons on Hindus. It asked every Muslim who read the article to convey this request to any dacoit, thief, aggressor or a patharidar [harbourer of criminals] that they may happen to know.17 

The Dawn,18 relocated from Delhi to Karachi, was in those days also openly prejudiced against Hindus. On the other hand, the Hindu press, which included papers like the Sind Observer (the largest English-language daily), Sansar Samachar, Hindu and Hindustan (all in Sindhi) were biased towards the Hindu point of view and were highly critical of the Sindh government.

Several of the steps taken by Khuhro’s government to reassure the Hindus of their safety and of their place in Pakistan had not proved very effective, simply because the government’s claims were often at odds with ground realities. For example, the appointment of Dr Hemandas Wadhwani as the leader of the Sind Minorities Association was criticised, as he did not have any popular backing among the Hindus, and since the Congress and Hindu Mahasabha leaders (who did have popular support) were bypassed. Moreover, the Sindh government clearly gave preference, and preferential terms, to Muslim employees. In late September 1947, along with advertisements for Godrej steel almirahs, Klim powdered whole milk, Kolynos dental cream and Cox & Kings passages (sea or air) to England, the following advertisement appeared:



Advertisement – Sind Public Service Commission

Applications are invited, before 31-10-1947, for the post of Assistant Statistician in Sind Provincial Service, Class II. Moslem candidate with requisite qualifications, if available, will be given preference. […] Age :– Not more than 35 years (38 in the case of Muslims) on 31-10-1947. May be relaxed in the case of Sind Government servants.19



A Bomb Explodes

Hindu discontent and antipathy towards Muslims continued to mount in Sindh. It had taken merely 10 weeks for Pakistan to crystallise from an official announcement on 3 June to a reality on 14 August. This was too swift a transformation for many Sindhi Hindus, who were yet to digest the changed socio-political reality in Sindh. They continued to retain their sense of superiority and power even after the birth of Pakistan, and were outraged at having their social status threatened. 

Partition-related communal violence or instances of aggression directed against Hindus, the forcible occupation of Hindu houses by muhajirs in Karachi, and various measures taken by the Sindh government perceived to be anti-Hindu – all these served to foment a strong sense of resentment among a section of Sindhi Hindus. The undermining of their sense of socioeconomic dominance by an ‘overnight’ Muslim ascendancy to power only contributed to a hardening of their communal stance. 

As mentioned earlier, the advent of first the Arya Samaj and then the RSS had done a great deal to cement Hindu antipathy towards Muslims in Sindh since the mid-1920s. Both the RSS and the Congress had arranged for the military training of Sindhi Hindu youth in present-day Rajasthan, prior to Independence. Now, with Sindh transforming and Sindhi Hindus becoming increasingly vulnerable, some hardliners among them, who derided Gandhi’s ideals of non-violence, decided to take matters further by resorting to violence against Muslims.

Matters reached a head in the second week of September. On 11 September 1947, The Times of India carried an article with the headline, ‘Bomb Explosion in Karachi – Police Precautions’. It read:

One person was killed and two were injured when a country-made bomb exploded in a building in the Upper Sind Colony in the Jamshed Quarter[s] this afternoon. The explosion was followed by a fire which was, however, controlled by the timely arrival of the fire engine. The police soon arrived on the spot and cordoned off the area. Some arrests are said to have been made in this connection.20

In August 1947, Raibahadur Totaram Hingorani had taken his family and had gone to India for the time being. He had left his house in Karachi’s upmarket Shikarpur Colony in the safekeeping of Nand, the 22-year-old son of his neighbour and good friend, Gobindram Badlani. Nand Badlani had not only been a member of the RSS for the last seven years, but had also been personally very close to M. S. ‘Guruji’ Golwalkar, who had always stayed in the Badlani home on his annual visits to Karachi. Now Nand Badlani, who was studying for his Bachelor of Engineering examinations, permitted several of his friends (including other RSS members) to use the Hingorani house, purportedly to study for their exams.

By early September, anti-Muslim violence raged in Delhi and this had brought reprisals in Sindh. On 8 September, a crowd of muhajirs attacked Hindus at the Drigh Road railway station in Karachi, killing nine and injuring 26. The next day, 9 September, a bomb exploded on the Embankment Road, near Lea Market in Karachi, which injured five Muslims; the bomb had been thrown from a building near Nadi Garden. Local Muslims were upset and had to be persuaded not to retaliate against the Hindus; since there had been no loss of life, passions cooled. The following day, 10 September, some RSS members were in the process of manufacturing bombs at Raibahadur Hingorani’s house in Shikarpur Colony when a bomb accidentally exploded at around 3 pm, killing two Sindhi Hindus, Pribhdas Butani and Vasudev Kaba.

Nand Badlani is proud to state that he was born in 1925, the same year that the RSS was founded. He actively continued his affiliation with the Sangh Parivar after migrating to India. He claims that he had no involvement in, or knowledge of, the conspiracy to make and detonate bombs. He recalls: 

I was coming back home one day, when I found smoke coming out of our neighbour’s house and a large crowd had gathered outside. I also stood there, with the rest of the crowd, wondering what had happened. I had not done anything, otherwise I would have run away. When the police came, I was pointed out to them as the person in charge of the house. That is when they arrested me.21

According to Atmaram Kulkarni, biographer of L. K. Advani, the RSS had made detailed military preparations in Karachi, in conjunction with similar preparations in the Punjab. Individual swayamsevaks, men and women, had obtained weapons and had set up a transport network consisting of various vehicles to carry arms and ammunition. Under the cover of coaching classes, they used Raibahadur Hingorani’s house to manufacture bombs, with the help of some members who had earlier been socialists and had learnt this technology during the Quit India movement of 1942. They raised funds specially for this purpose, and also raised a volunteer military corps, and set up an elaborate radio communications network.22

According to Dawn, when the police arrived at the scene, they discovered ‘large quantities’ of gelignite on the premises. They also found a substantial number of guns, cartridges, hand grenades, swords, poison, chloroform, various explosives and other incriminating evidence. But, ‘more valuable’ for the Karachi police was the RSS organisational literature that they found at the Hingorani bungalow.23

This incident exposed the organisation’s propensity for violence, and it now seemed more likely that the Sindh RSS was responsible for the Lea Market bomb explosion as well. The RSS was also suspected of having been involved in other murders and dacoities in Sindh, which had earlier been assumed to be non-communal crimes. 

Thenceforth, Sindhi Hindus were watched carefully by the government. In India, it appears that the RSS high command sought to swiftly deny any involvement in this development and distance itself from the ensuing negative publicity. Golwalkar met with Gandhi and his doctor and friend, Dr Dinshaw Mehta, the day after the Shikarpur Colony bomb explosion to ‘assure’ them that the RSS ‘did not stand for the killing of Muslims. […] It stood for peace.’ It is not known whether Gandhi believed these assertions.24

According to Dr Niranjan Dudani, crowds of Muslims gathered on the small hills overlooking the Shikarpur Colony the next day. The police and military were called in to avert any violence.25 Steps were taken to swiftly apprehend the perpetrators of this first act of violent terrorism in Pakistan. Nearly 30 members of the RSS were arrested within a few days and soon after charged with ‘conspiracy against the state of Pakistan’. These included Khanchand Gopaldas Mansukhani, a 61-year-old prominent barrister and the president of the RSS in Sindh, who was charged with controlling the activities of the entire group.26 Rajpal Puri, who was the prant pracharak in charge of Sindh, happened to be away in Delhi attending a national meeting of prant pracharaks, and so evaded arrest.27 Other RSS members all over Sindh immediately went underground.

Dr Ram Hingorani, one of the teenagers sent by the Sindh RSS to Jodhpur for military training in early 1947, also lived in Shikarpur Colony. He recalls that, together with other volunteers, he was recruited in this ‘bomb factory’, where they were taught to fill gunpowder and a detonator in empty grenade shells. As luck would have it, Ram Hingorani was not present when the explosion occurred; nevertheless he was arrested soon afterwards.28 

It is interesting to note that while the objective and actions of the RSS in Sindh had shifted from self-defence to aggressive violence, some of these members continued to justify their actions as self-defence. As the writer Rita Kothari observes, ‘The irony of moving from a simple drill to manufacturing ammunition, of moving from devices of defence to those of attack escapes most RSS followers.’29 

Mohan ‘Kalpana’ Lala, the noted Sindhi writer, was a 16-year-old boy living in Karachi at the time of Partition. He joined the RSS in 1941, and left it in 1952, after starting an RSS shakha in the refugee camp at Kalyan in 1948. In his autobiography, Mohan ‘Kalpana’ clearly acknowledges the RSS’ contribution to sabotage and violence:

I made a name for myself in the Sangh. I became acquainted with Rajpal Puri, who was in charge of Sindh. There was another person, Pribhdas Butani, who said: ‘Pakistan will definitely happen. Then, out of the blue, we will take over Sindh’s police stations, airport, radio stations, etc.’ I was still quite young for all this, and I had no idea where the weapons came from. I was given the key to an empty flat. Some Sangh revolutionaries used to come there. Shri Shivaji Singh used to visit often, and one Punjabi, Charanjit Singh. […] Once I got the empty flat, I was given some cartridges and swords. The swords were like small lathis in one’s hand. Like daggers if they were unsheathed. I was told that since I looked innocent, I should join the undercover section, and learn the art of spying. ‘We will attain Independence, but Pakistan will also happen. You take down these names and addresses, and follow the people mentioned. See where they go, who they meet and what they do. All this information must be conveyed by you to Rajpal Puri, who we call Shriji, at this location.’ 

The bomb exploded in Shikarpur Colony and Pribhdas Butani died. One day, all of a sudden, at four in the morning, the military surrounded our place. Three or four of them came upstairs. They had guns and torches in their hands. 

One soldier shoved his torch in my face and said, ‘Is this an RSS office?’

‘This is a house.’

‘Are there ladies here?’

‘They have gone to Hindustan. We will also leave in a few days.’

‘We have to conduct a search.’

‘For what?’

‘For weapons.’

‘Weapons? Here? I am a school student and I want to go to Hindustan and become a film actor.’

‘Open the door properly.’ 

They came inside; Charanjit got scared. He said to me: ‘The military has surrounded the building outside.’ 

I told him: ‘You are not good-looking. Tell them that you are my servant.’ 

I had hidden the cartridges and the swords under the tulsi pots in the balcony, and if they had found these, we would surely have been arrested and hanged. They looked at our faces and were embarrassed; they merely conducted a superficial search, excused themselves and went away.30

Mohan ‘Kalpana’ continued to stay in Karachi, until he migrated to India in January 1948. Although he and his associate, Charanjit Singh, evaded arrest, the two main accused, Khanchand Gopaldas and Nand Badlani were sentenced to life imprisonment and 10 years’ rigorous imprisonment respectively on the charge of conspiring to wage war against the government of Pakistan. They were also fined Rs 50,000 and Rs 20,000 respectively. Thirteen other Sindhi Hindus were sentenced to 10 years’ rigorous imprisonment and fined Rs 1,000 each. Among the names of at least 20 others found to be ‘absconding’ was that of L. K. Advani, then the city secretary of the RSS in Karachi.

Over a year later, in November 1948, Khanchand Gopaldas and the other RSS members who had been arrested were exchanged for Muslim prisoners in Indian jails, most notably Dr Abdul Ghani Qureshi, a Muslim Leaguer who had received the death sentence for murder. According to Dr Ram Hingorani, they remained under-trial prisoners for about a year. Then, in August 1948, there was an official agreement between the two dominions to exchange Hindu and Muslim prisoners. However, Hingorani maintains that Pakistan wanted to send him and the others to India, not as under-trials, but as convicted prisoners. Consequently, the case which had hung fire for nearly a year was completed in one week flat. The prisoners were sent to the Lahore jail, where they spent a month. Then an official exchange of prisoners took place at Wagah. When these Sindhi Hindus were later brought to Delhi, Golwalkar held a small reception for them.31

Nand Badlani however was not released with these prisoners. He remained in Karachi jail till 1949, when he was finally sent to India.

Communal Discrimination Continues

The Shikarpur Colony bomb explosion only served to heighten Muslim suspicion of Hindus, and their hostility towards them. By November 1947, Sindhi Hindus had a long list of grievances, and their nervousness had increased exponentially. Apart from the forcible occupation of Hindu property and thefts of cows, muhajirs had now started occupying temples and other places of worship, sometimes desecrating them. Robberies and dacoities were still frequent, and there were occasional stabbings and murders of individual Hindus, not to mention harassment and discrimination in day-to-day life. 

In 1947, Tillo Jethmalani was a young man of 27, a freedom fighter active in local politics, from a landowning family based in Larkana, in Northern Sindh. He visited Karachi in mid-October to attend a meeting of the Sindh Provincial Congress Committee, where he was to represent the Larkana chapter’s views on migration. He recalls the changed atmosphere in Karachi:

I first experienced Pakistan on arrival at Karachi station. I wore a khadi cap, which was famous as the ‘Gandhi’ cap. The moment I landed on the platform, a policeman went through my luggage and started calling me names. He said, ‘He seems to be a Congressman.’ After the search, I came out, hired a Victoria and went to my brother-in-law’s house, which was in Bunder Road Extension. Well, what I saw on my way there was a very big change. The nameplates on most houses had changed and the atmosphere was very dull. The moment I reached home, I realised that he was living alone, since he had sent his family to Bombay by a chartered flight.

The first step he took was to remove my cap with a warning not to wear the cap outside the house. This shocked me and I resisted, but he warned me not to do it. I left home around 11 am with the cap on for the PCC meeting at Swaraj Bhavan (Congress House). I took a city bus. After a couple of minutes, some young boys from the back of the bus started talking amongst themselves about my khadi cap. I looked back and heard them abuse me. After a moment, one boy just swept my cap away from my head and on to the floor. I picked it up and held it in my hands. I got off the bus one stop before the Congress House and ran into the House. In the meeting, I said I had come with a resolution that we should not migrate but my opinion [had] completely changed and [I] related what had happened and concluded by saying that we cannot live here safely. 

[…] I returned to Larkana, accepting my brother-in-law’s advice to migrate and, if possible, to sell some property.32

On returning to Larkana, Tillo Jethmalani tried in vain to convince his father to leave Sindh. After six influential Hindu zamindars – including Tillo’s elder brother – were arrested arbitrarily in November, Tillo decided to leave. Shortly afterwards he worked in Sindhi refugee camps in Marwar Junction, Bombay and Indore. The rest of his family also migrated to India in 1948, except his father, who was loath to leave Sindh, and migrated only in 1952.

By mid-November 1947, 250,000 out of Sindh’s 14,00,000 Hindus – just under 20 per cent – had left Sindh for India. There was also a smaller number of Sindhi Hindus, who had business interests – and therefore bases – in other parts of the world and migrated there. As mentioned earlier, Sindhi Muslims continued to reassure their Hindu friends of their protection. Also, many Hindus who had left still considered their departure to be temporary; moreover, the bulk of Sindh’s Hindus still did not contemplate migration at this stage. According to Vazira Zamindar, in November 1947, the president of the Sarva Hindu Sind Panchayat expected that 70 per cent of Sindh’s Hindus would not migrate, and that many of those who had left would return ‘if things grow better’.33

The departure of a small but significant section of society had also brought education to a standstill. In any case, several schools had been shut down, since their premises were being used to accommodate muhajirs. Those schools which had not been requisitioned for such purposes found that pupil attendance was abysmally low; in many cases, there were more teachers than pupils. Several families did not send their children to school owing to the chaos of Partition, but many more children had migrated to India. Muhajir teachers were not able to replace Sindhi Hindu teachers in vernacular schools, as they did not know the Sindhi language. In mid-October 1947, with the departure of non-Sindhi Hindus from Karachi, about 50 primary schools in the city – mostly Marathi, Gujarati and Hindi-medium, about one-third of the city’s primary schools – were temporarily closed down, and their staff retrenched.

Now with college professors and students also leaving for India, colleges in cities like Karachi and Hyderabad had effectively stopped functioning. The D.J. Sind College in Karachi – Sindh’s premier college which had been dominated by Hindu administration, professors and students – had been taken over by the Sindh government in June itself, ostensibly to prevent its imminent ‘collapse’ due to the expected departure of Sindhi Hindus after Partition.34 The Commerce College in Hyderabad had practically closed down by the end of November 1947, while on the opening day of D. G. National College later the same month, one solitary girl out of a total of 650 students showed up, while 10 out of 26 teachers attended. This was the case throughout Sindh, affecting Muslims as well. 

In 1947, Allah Rakhio Gorar was a young boy of 12, studying in the first standard (English)35 in Government High School in the town of Mehar, which was a short distance away from his native village of Sojhro Gorar. As there was no means of regular conveyance between his village and his school, he lived in a hostel in Mehar. In his memoir, he recalls that, thanks to the migration of the Hindus, the schools in Mehar lost most of their teachers. The Government High School in Mehar began to teach only five standards and the Model High School in Mehar simply closed down. Since muhajirs had been accommodated in his hostel, the students were asked to fend for themselves. Allah Rakhio Gorar was obliged to leave Mehar and take admission in a school in Nasirabad. He then began to live with his maternal relatives in the village of Hamzo Khan Bhutto, four kilometres away, from where he had to walk to school every day.36 The situation all across the province would later become so extreme that, in February 1948, the Sindh government would appoint a committee to look into the working of ‘abandoned’ educational institutions in the province. 

In November 1947, it was announced that the Karachi municipal corporation would be dissolved: Many Hindus had emigrated, and the influx of large numbers of muhajirs had altered the composition of the city’s population beyond recognition. This was also true of other major cities of the Northern subcontinent – Delhi, Lahore, Calcutta and Dacca – which were irrevocably changed after Partition. All were flooded with refugees, witnessed tremendous communal violence, and bade farewell to large numbers of minorities.

The BJP ideologue, Kewalram Rattanmal Malkani, was then a 26-year-old member of the RSS and a lecturer in D. G. National College in his hometown of Hyderabad in 1947. He had left Hyderabad in September 1947 at the instance of Rajpal Puri, to go to Jaipur and receive incoming refugees from Sindh. However, after months of living in Jaipur and deeply missing his homeland, he returned in December 1947. This is K. R. Malkani’s account of how radically and irrevocably the complexion of Hyderabad – and Sindh – had changed by the end of 1947:

In the morning, the sand dunes of the Thar made me unusually enthusiastic. Hyderabad’s power station was lazily spewing smoke as always. It felt as though the small and big manghs, the wind-catcher towers, were sticking their necks out excitedly and joining their hands in welcome. My heart started beating with joy. Finally the train reached the platform. Eagerly, I looked outside. But why was there no familiar relative to be seen? None of my acquaintances! Not a single known face. Impossible. I got down. Lest anyone laugh at me, I didn’t salute the earth. But in my heart of hearts, I made a solemn greeting, and carrying my few pieces of luggage by hand, left for the house of a colleague.

I went out for a walk in the evening, to the bazaar. But the shops were shut, there was darkness. Had it become a ghost town? Was there a curfew? Later on I found out that there was definitely a curfew – in the hearts of the people. 

Every day, morning and evening, I enthusiastically roamed the whole city. I’d wander from [Tilak] Charhi to Hirabad, but I would barely meet anyone. Even if I did meet someone, they would be in fancy clothes, barely recognisable. Those who had never covered their heads in their lives were now moving around wearing the shoe-like Jinnah cap. They would have the star-and-moon [badge] on as well. Their moustaches reminded me of the curved tail of the scorpion. Many wore salwars, and carried under their arms either Dawn or the Urdu Jang. I was dumb-founded. When finally I asked someone to reveal the secret behind this change, he immediately replied, ‘Those days have gone. If you want to stay here, then it will be like this.’ I was silenced. One person asked me, ‘When are you leaving?’ I told him, ‘I have only recently come back.’ He was silenced.

They say that the degree of civilisation of any country may be judged by the status of its women. But here, neither in the lanes nor on the roads, neither in the buses nor in the gardens could a woman be seen. […]

Everybody’s door was shut, with all the locks and latches on. They would ask a dozen times, ‘Who is it?’ Sometimes a voice would plainly say: ‘There’s nobody there, go away. Why don’t you listen?’ Sometimes, perhaps for fear of a thief at night, quilts would be arranged on a bed so as to make it look as though a heavy man was sleeping there. Even slippers would be placed in front of the bed. And the children of the house? Either abroad or locked up inside. Where would they study? All the schools were closed. Girls, big and small, were tired of sitting inside. With them were their brothers. […]

There was practically a river of people in the bazaar. Every day there would be a crowd, as though it were Diwali, even during the day. Rarely would two people meet and stop to talk to each other. Some were from Ajmer and some from Lucknow, some were from Jaipur and some from Alwar. They did not know each other. If there were plenty of people on the roads, then there was no dearth of goods either. From dolls and toys to cupboards and swings, sometimes there would be dozens of high-quality mirror-fronted cupboards placed in a queue on a single road. 

[…] Sindh is a corpse. Looking at these roads, lanes, homes and trees breaks my heart, numbs my limbs. It’s the same body, the same hands, the same face. But they don’t move. Where is my language? I cannot hear its laughter.37

K. R. Malkani left Sindh once more in late January 1948. 
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CHAPTER 4

Setting Sail

More Hindus Depart

The violence in Quetta, the massacre of Sikhs on the train from Nawabshah, and, subsequently, the sporadic incidents of violence in Sindh had triggered the departure of Hindus from the province, with non-Sindhis leaving first. Several Sindhi Hindus also began to leave cities such as Karachi, Hyderabad, Larkana, Sukkur and Shikarpur. By mid-September 1947, about 50,000 Hindus and Sikhs had registered with local Congress offices for assistance in leaving Sindh. The Sindhi Hindus who left at this time were mostly middle class, many of them government servants who had opted for service with the Indian government, and other professionals, businessmen and small landholders: They had the means to emigrate to and resettle in India. Many Hindus were undertaking a tentative, contingent migration, and they intended to return ‘once things settled down’. In several cases, most members of the family were sent to India, while a senior male member of the family – usually the father or the eldest son – stayed behind to keep watch over the family’s immovable assets.

There were three significant points of departure in Sindh: from Karachi by steamer, and from Hyderabad and Mirpur Khas by train. Trains went from these two railway termini via Bahawalpur State to Lahore or via the Thar desert to Jodhpur. There was also a much smaller number of Hindus who travelled by air from Karachi, mainly to Bombay and also to Delhi. Air tickets were also in short supply: In mid-September, a newspaper report observed that it was ‘impossible to get a passage by air to Bombay till October 5.’1

The railways had instituted ‘special’ trains, which made extra runs to transport refugees from both sides of the border. Shipping companies like the Scindia Steamship Navigation Co and the Bombay Steam Navigation Co had also stepped up their charters between Karachi and Bombay. Englestan, Jaldurga, Ekma, Kalavati, Netravati, Shirala… even today many emigrating Sindhi Hindus clearly remember the names of the ships that brought them to India.

India’s first high commissioner to Pakistan was Sri Prakasa, the son of Dr Bhagavan Das, a freedom fighter and scholar. The family hailed from Varanasi. Sri Prakasa, a past member of the Central Legislative Assembly, was appointed high commissioner by Jawaharlal Nehru as late as 4 August 1947. He flew to Karachi on 12 August, and set up his one-man office in his room at the Palace Hotel. On 15 August, Sri Prakasa hoisted the tricolour outside his hotel room and sang Vande Mataram entirely on his own. Not a career diplomat, he learnt the ropes of diplomacy from Sir Lawrence Grafty-Smith, the British high commissioner in Pakistan. Only later did he acquire staff, a separate office and an official residence. Although he was nominally the Indian high commissioner to Pakistan, his sphere of influence remained confined to Sindh; the deputy high commissioners at Lahore and Dacca reported directly to Delhi. 

In his memoir, Sri Prakasa recalls the initial departure of Hindus from Sindh. Although central government servants had been given the option of choosing India or Pakistan, these employees consisted not only of senior officers, but also peons and sweepers. Dozens of these government employees besieged the Indian high commission daily, expecting that travel arrangements be made for them.2 

Shyam Hiranandani was a young boy of 10 when Partition took place. He recalls his last weeks in Sindh before his family migrated to Bombay:

My father was a practising lawyer in Mirpur Khas. My parents, my younger sister and my elder brother lived in a house that faced the town’s railway station. I was roughly ten years old then, but even today, as hard as I try, I still cannot erase from my memory the terrible sight of Hindus trying to get away from Pakistan into India. They were so desperate to migrate to India that I could barely see any metal on the train, it was so completely enveloped all over, by people everywhere, on the top, hanging from the windows and standing on the coupling between two bogies. It was a nightmare. I saw this sight day after day, right from the Pakistani Independence Day, August 14, 1947, through to the day I left Pakistan in October 1947. It was almost impossible to get a ticket to ride on the train. People had to wait for months! Once they had a ticket they had to undergo a subsequent ordeal: the looting of their personal belongings by the railway and police officials. It was like a never-ending nightmare.

Since my father was a successful lawyer and had several Muslim clients we were granted two full bogies to ourselves to travel out of Pakistan to Bombay. We were lucky and privileged; we even brought most of our furniture. We were not allowed to take any other person in the compartments but we managed to hide two faithful servants and get them into India.3

By mid-September, with tension escalating among Sindhi Hindus, there was a steady stream of about 4,000 refugees leaving Sindh every day. Many more Sindhi Hindus wanted to migrate but were restrained by the limited carrying capacity of steamers and the trains. The great chasm between the demand and supply of train and steamer tickets gave rise to large crowds at the docks or railway platforms. This in turn created the impression that everyone wanted to leave, as depicted in Shyam Hiranandani’s narrative. According to one account, Hindus in Hyderabad were informed by the local authorities that ‘the refugees [muhajirs] were out of control and that all the Hindus were at risk.’4 This may also have contributed to the flight of Hindus from that city. Many Sindhis from Hyderabad recall that it was next to impossible to board trains for Jodhpur in September 1947. My father, Nari Bhavnani, recollects that in mid-September, he and his extended family went to Hyderabad station two days running, but the trains were too crowded to board; the family then went to Karachi from where they took a flight to Bombay.

Other Sindhis fleeing Hyderabad recall train compartments being so full that doors became jammed and could not be opened; toilets were filled to the ceiling with luggage and could not be opened. Passengers sometimes climbed in and out through the windows, and were obliged to relieve themselves only when the train stopped, either at stations or in the bushes, if the train stopped between stations. Those few families who were lucky to have entire compartments to themselves kept the doors and windows securely locked, preferring to travel in near-darkness rather than having their compartment invaded by other Sindhis desperate to leave.

The quintessential self-made Sindhi tycoon, Ram Buxani recalls his departure from Hyderabad, Sindh at the age of six:

Chaos greeted us at Hyderabad Sind railway station. It was overflowing with people, their fear, anger and frustration a palpable thing, hanging thick in the air. They were leaving behind everything they had earned and hoarded in their lives and heading for a future of sheer uncertainty.

Coolies thrived on their misery, fleecing people desperate to get away from what was once their beloved homeland. They would not permit passengers to carry their luggage to the railway platform, it had to be carried by coolies. And they charged irrational and exorbitant amounts by the standards of those days, Rs 100 apiece. It was inhuman behaviour, this act of sheer exploitation of a hapless people fleeing adversity. I remembered few of these details. These were details I gained from my grandmother.

We boarded an overcrowded train. Passengers were huddled together in the compartments like sardines in a tin. I remember Grandma standing through the night in the train, since there was no space to even drop a pin. She stood there, stoically holding up her enormous frame, clutching a wall clock presented to her by her daughter living in Hong Kong. She wouldn’t allow anybody to touch it nor would she place it on the overhead luggage rack. She was a sentimental woman, my grandmother, and there was a lot of sentiment attached to that clock for which she had left behind many valuable things.5

Yet there were also vast numbers of lower middle class Hindus in Sindh who could not afford the high costs of the long journey to India, or their resettlement there. Most of these, who lived in the smaller towns and villages of Sindh, did not contemplate exodus at this stage. 

Many upper class Sindhi Hindus had long had a practice of employing cooks and domestic servants from present-day Uttar Pradesh. These servants, as also washermen who hailed from areas located in Independent India, now wanted to return to their hometowns. In early August, approximately 400 of these bhaiyas (as they were popularly known) left Sindh, and those who remained began to make arrangements to send their families back home. In early October, it appears that a large number of UP-ites from Hyderabad had ‘in desperation started on a march to India, across the inhospitable wastes that separate Sind from Rajputana, to almost certain death.’6 These UP-ites were rescued at Tando Allahyar, a short distance into their march to the Thar desert, and a special goods wagon was arranged to take them to Jodhpur State. The vacuum in services that their departure created proved to be an added incentive to migrate for some Sindhi Hindus. When an old Congress colleague of his made arrangements to leave, Sri Prakasa tried in vain to convince him to stay, reminding him of his duty as a leader of the Hindus in Sindh. The Congress leader then explained that since his servants (all of whom were from the United Provinces) were migrating, he could not possibly stay. Sri Prakasa was quite amused at the upper class Sindhi Hindus’ utter dependence on servants and cooks from outside Sindh.7

Yet, despite his amusement, Sri Prakasa himself had left Karachi for his hometown, Varanasi, shortly after the Independence celebrations, ‘to make up my mind as to whether to accept the office of High Commissioner or not, and to make arrangements accordingly.’8 This act of his engendered much disapproval among the Hindu public, in India and in Pakistan. Dr Choithram Gidwani, President of the Sind Provincial Congress Committee, sent a telegram to Nehru, urging that Sri Prakasa be sent back to Karachi. A letter to the Free Press Journal, Bombay, published in September 1947, also says:

India’s High Commissioner for Pakistan, Mr. Shri Prakasa [sic], is giving harrowing accounts (in his press conferences at Benares) about what is happening in Pakistan. Seeing that he stayed there only for a week, one would like to know where he gets all his information from. Mr. Shri Prakasa’s precipitate retreat from Pakistan followed an alleged insult to the Union [of India] Flag on his car. Has the Union Government withdrawn its High Commissioner as a gesture of protest? Or is Shri Prakasa finding the climate of Pakistan too hot for his taste? Seeing that the lives of thousands of our nationals are in jeopardy in Pakistan one expects the Indian Government to keep in close contact with the affairs of that Dominion. The High Commissioner must be at his post of duty at this critical hour. If Shri Prakasa is unwilling to risk a stay in Pakistan, a substitute can easily be found. And the sooner the better.9

After leaving Karachi, Sri Prakasa paid a visit to Lahore at the end of August, to oversee the exodus of Hindus and Sikhs from West Punjab. There, too, he was the target of anger over ‘abandoning’ his post as high commissioner. Later, when Sri Prakasa visited Delhi, he found senior Congress leaders such as Gandhi and Vallabhbhai Patel also highly displeased with him. He had flown to Delhi from Lahore with Nehru. Sri Prakasa recalls:

From the plane that was purposely flying low, we could see masses of men moving away from one side to the other in the plains below. There was no escape for me now. Whether I liked it or not, I had to take up the office of India’s first High Commissioner in the newly founded state […] of Pakistan. I told the Prime Minister that I would go home, and in about ten days’ time, pack up and put my affairs in some sort of order, and come away for a long stay in Pakistan.10

Sri Prakasa returned to Karachi to resume his post on 16 September 1947. He officiated as India’s high commissioner in Pakistan until February 1949, when he returned to India to take up the post of governor of Assam.

Liquidation

Many middle class or upper middle class Hindus who now decided to leave for good began to sell their moveable assets – furniture, fans, etc – in order to raise cash for their uncertain future. Entire streets in cities like Karachi and Hyderabad would be lined with cupboards, tables and swings.11 The Sindhi Muslims’ economic resentment of the Sindhi Hindus now played a significant role in driving prices down in these distress sales. 

Manohar Bhambhani was then a young boy living in Larkana. He recalls that when his mother attempted to sell some of their small household possessions to local Muslims, some of them claimed that they did not need to purchase these things since they would take them for free after the Hindus left.12

On the other hand, the writer Jamal Abro recollects that in Larkana, his mother tried hard to dissuade her Hindu women friends from leaving and so refused to buy any of the furniture and other household goods that they wanted to sell.13 

Arjun Menda, from a landowning family in Shikarpur, recalls the lengths that one of his friends went to, in order to liquidate his family’s assets. His friend lived on the second floor of a building, and every day he would lug his furniture down to the ground floor and try to sell it. In the evening, he would haul the unsold furniture back upstairs again. He says, ‘An article of the value of Rs. 50 went for Rs. 2, but it was still something.’14

After liquidating their assets, Hindus were targeted by thieves and pickpockets who may have gotten wind of the sudden increase in their cash. Several Hindus who were known to have sold their belongings were robbed. Some were then thrown out of trains, and some were murdered. 

Atu Lalwani was then a young man of 26 doing business in Lagos. He had left his flourishing carpet business in Karachi to his elder brother, Kishinchand, then a 32-year-old. Atu Lalwani recalls how his brother Kishinchand was murdered:

In 1947, after the creation of Pakistan, Sindhi Muslims began to take over. A few desperate Sindhi Muslims brought a knife to my father and told him, ‘Get out, otherwise we will kill you.’ They wanted to take away the house and the furniture. So my family decided to leave Sindh. […] 

In October, my brother sent my entire family by air to Bombay: my parents, my two sisters and his pregnant wife. He stayed behind to wind up the carpet business. He sold his car, too, before leaving. The buyers told him that they would let the car drop him to the airline office from where he could go to the airport, but he refused.

After he sold the car, he went to the bank and took out a draft in my sister’s name. He went all over town during the day, to the bank and elsewhere, and the next morning, he decided to go to the airline office, in order to buy a ticket for Bombay. There was a gaadiwala, a Victoria carriage-driver, who took him everywhere. That man knew that my brother was carrying the draft.

My brother was travelling in the Victoria, and the gaadiwala with a few other people shot him. And they took away all the money. Later, the police arrested the gaadiwala and recovered the draft.

Then the bank refused to give us the money. We sued them and finally, after two to three years, they gave us the money. It was Rs 18,000, not a big deal.15

In the troubled times of Partition, a new class of brokers – both Hindu and Muslim – sprang up in Karachi; it was they who negotiated the sale and exchange of properties between refugees crossing the border in both directions. While furniture and other movable assets may have been disposed of in distress sales, property was a different matter altogether. Given the housing shortage in Karachi in 1947, for many months Hindu houses were able to command high prices. 

Nimmi Vasvani’s father, Partabrai Punwani, was a prominent criminal lawyer, and also the advocate-general of Sindh in 1947. When M. A. Khuhro had been accused of the murder of Allah Baksh Soomro, it was Partabrai Punwani who had acted as the public prosecutor in the famous case.16 Although Khuhro had been acquitted, he maintained a deep hostility towards Punwani, and sent him threatening messages, according to Nimmi Vasvani. She recalls that one day, Governor Hidayatullah privately told Punwani that his house was going to be requisitioned the very next day. He advised him to sell it immediately, or he would get nothing for the house. Punwani had had numerous offers for the house but had turned them all down. Now, he accepted the next offer that came along. He had already sent his wife and children to Bombay. With not much time to pack, he sent for his sister-in-law and the two hurriedly took bedsheets and made bundles of all the family’s personal effects. The house was sold to a Muslim from Bombay. Nimmi Vasvani recalls that the buyer later sent a message through a common friend to Punwani’s family that they were welcome to come and stay at the house as his guests whenever they next visited Karachi.17

Clearly, even in these times of deep friction and animosity, some Hindus continued to receive help from Muslims. Chetan Mariwala was a young man of 31 in 1947, and taught History at the D. J. Sind College in Karachi. In his memoir, Mariwala writes of how his Muslim postmaster friend helped him:

One day, even though I was late coming home from college, I recalled in the bus that my mother had reminded me to get her something. I had completely forgotten about it, but when I remembered, I got off the bus, and turned towards Gandhi Bazaar. It was afternoon, and even the crows didn’t want to be out in the scorching sun. When I passed the post office, there was a crowd gathered there. There were so many people there that they could not be accommodated inside and many were standing outside in the sun. Among those standing outside, the face of an old woman seemed familiar to me. When I looked at her closely, it did not take me long to recognise her – she was Kaka Sukhramdas’ wife. Kaka Sukhramdas had passed away a long time ago. His wife looked vexed today, and the sun shone down like fire. I felt quite bad that in her old age she should be troubled like this. So I went forward and asked her with a smile, ‘Ammi, why are you standing here at this time?’

In response, she burst forth: ‘A snake must have bitten me the day I put my money in the post office. I have been coming here every day for a month, but I am yet to get my money.’

‘Why so?’ I asked her.

‘The wretches think that my signature is not right. I keep changing the signature, but until now not one of my signatures has been deemed proper. God knows whether I will get my money, or whether the wretches will eat it up!’ 

On hearing Ammi’s complaint, I immediately understood the reason for the crowd outside the post office. Money came from the main post office in the afternoon, and everyone was keen to withdraw his or her money. 

I reassured Ammi and, urging her to wait a while, entered the post office. The postmaster was known to me, so I reproached him severely. ‘Wah, wah! The previous postmaster, Badrinath had recommended me to you. And now you reciprocate by making that old lady from my village rot in the sun, without even making bare arrangements for her?’ 

The postmaster heard my complaint and smiled. He said, ‘Do you want to bring friendship into this matter? You will take the money and go away, but who will stand with me in the fire, when I am accused of paying money to the wrong person? This old lady’s signature simply does not match. On top of that, she signs in Gurmukhi, which makes our job more difficult. You tell me what to do!’ 

Initially I, too, stood there, confused, but soon I figured out how to persuade him. I told him, ‘You call yourself Muhammad Ahsaan, and yet you avoid doing any ahsaan, favour. This is an opportunity to do a good deed, you will not get such a chance again.’ 

He laughed, ‘Okay, whatever you say. If you confirm that this is the lady’s signature, I will give her the money right away, on the strength of that.’ So saying, he rose from his chair, came out into the scorching afternoon sun outside and handed the lady a fresh form for withdrawing her money. He said, ‘With God as your witness, sign here and I will give you your money immediately.’ The lady had about Rs 5,000 credited in her passbook. I tried hard to persuade her to withdraw the entire amount, otherwise she would lose it all; but she just wouldn’t listen. She said, ‘Rs 2,000 will be enough. If my sons get wind of this, they will not leave me even a farthing. With Rs 2,000, they will take me to Bombay. I will withdraw the rest of the money there.’

‘Your signature doesn’t match over here; what good will it be over there?’

‘I will do my best, and leave the rest to fate.’

The postmaster was as good as his word. Immediately, he withdrew the money and gave it to the old lady, who placed the notes over her eyes. Blessing him, she went home.18

Yet, when Chetan Mariwala had to close his own post office account a few months later, he too, had to overcome unnecessary hurdles put in his way by the relevant clerk, a fellow Hindu. Again it was Muhammad Ahsan, the postmaster, who came to his rescue and ensured that Mariwala was able to withdraw his money. 

Ladies First

A significant number of Hindus who migrated in these early days were girls and young women. This is also mentioned in the narrative of Shyam Hiranandani, whose elder sisters, aged 13 and 18, had been sent to Bombay by train earlier. They were saved by a Sindhi Muslim sitting in their compartment, who claimed them as his sisters when a Muslim mob entered the compartment looking for kaffirs, non-Muslims.19

Given the numerous reports of rapes and abductions, many minority communities feared that their women would be targeted first by the ‘other’ community. Many Hindu, Sikh and Muslim women in Punjab or Bengal suffered terrible violence: ‘stripping; parading naked; mutilating and disfiguring; tattooing or branding the breasts and genitalia with triumphal slogans; amputating breasts; knifing open the womb; raping, of course; killing foetuses’.20 

Yet, there was comparatively very little violence against Hindu women in Sindh. According to Kamlaben Patel, who was a senior social worker with the Office for the Recovery of Abducted Women, the ‘number of women abducted [in Sindh] was negligible.’21 Out of the 9,032 women and children ‘recovered’ from Pakistan between  6 December 1947 and 31 August 1955, only 84 were from Sindh; these were mostly Punjabi women who had been brought to Sindh so as to hide them from the notice of the police, and avoid ‘recovery’.22 Many personal narratives of Sindhi Hindus who lived through Partition do not mention abductions and rapes.

In a patriarchal and feudal society, where women were considered the repository of the honour of the family and community, many cases of abduction and rape were committed to ‘teach’ the other community a lesson, or as an act of revenge. As the historian Yasmin Khan puts it, ‘Rape was used as a weapon, as a sport and as punishment.’23 Given that communal hostility in Sindh during Partition was of a far lower magnitude as compared to other parts of Northern India and Pakistan, say Punjab or Bengal, this could be one possible reason why there was a low incidence of rapes and abductions in Sindh.

However, despite the low occurrence of actual abductions and rapes, Sindhi Hindus feared greatly for their women. As mentioned earlier, some Sindhi women were given instructions – and sometimes even vials of poison – to kill themselves if they were attacked. However, not all Sindhis were sanguine about recommending suicide to their daughters. 

Mira Advani, then a young girl living in Karachi, recalls that a prominent Hindu leader advised her mother to ‘give a bottle of kerosene and [a] matchbox to each of your daughters to use in case their honour is attacked, and let them go about their work as usual.’ But this only infuriated Mira Advani’s mother. As Advani says, ‘Her daughters were not brought up with her life’s blood and sacrifices for burning. Her protective umbrella opened up instantaneously and her decision to save her offspring at all costs was firm and final.’24

Many families with relatives in India sent their womenfolk there, often escorted by a male member of the family. Mohan Makhijani was a young bachelor of 27 in 1947, and a valued employee of the Karachi Port Trust. He lived with his large family in a 10-bedroom house in Bunder Road Extension; he had three unmarried sisters at the time. He recalls:

In September, there were some bomb explosions in Karachi. Our house was searched. Actually the police wanted to search L. K. Advani’s house (which was near ours) but they came to us instead. They came at about 2 or 3 am and the search went on till 7 or 8 am. They found nothing. In the morning, my mother made tea for the policemen.

The police officer was a Punjabi Muslim, a decent fellow. Plus he felt sorry that he had searched our house. So while having tea, he told my mother, ‘I don’t see any signs of your packing.’

She said, ‘What packing?’

‘You are not packing?’ he asked.

‘Why should we be packing? This is our home. We live here,’ my mother replied.

So the police officer said, ‘No, no, no. I am a family man myself. You have three young daughters. If I were you, I would do something about it. I would not keep them here.’

That had us worried. When a policeman said that, it had us worried.

So the very next day, I went and obtained four tickets on Air India. I managed to buy four tickets in the black market, so I could bring the three girls to Bombay. The official plane ticket was only Rs 125 or 150, but in the black market I paid Rs 300 or 400 per ticket.25

Popati Hiranandani also recounts how she, her sisters, her mother, her aunt and her female cousins left Hirabad, a Hindu-dominated suburb of Hyderabad, literally overnight, in September 1947:

We had all come home, except for my brother Hashu. It was nine o’clock but Hashu had not returned. The doors on the upper floors of the house opposite were also shut. It was silent outside. 

Hirabad… where records played on phonographs outside hotels till twelve or one at night… where ice-sellers were summoned from afar, ‘Hey darkie! Come and give us eight annas worth of ice’… where young men standing outside shops placed bets with each other about who could eat more bananas… where grandmothers told midnight stories… where tonga drivers hummed and sang on their late journeys to and fro… today it was a ghost town!

There was a knock at the door. All of us were alert. Ammi didn’t let anyone step forward. ‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me, Hashu, open the door.’

Hashu was quiet. We found this extremely strange. Ordinarily, he would start chatting as soon as he entered. ‘Rajab ate six raw eggs today! Faqiro held a piece of ice on his palm for half an hour! The Shidi26 gave the Salato such a beating that he was left reeling. Nanu wielded the lathi so well that we were all laid low.’ But today his face was sad. He said: ‘Refugees are settled all around Hirabad. Muslims from Lahore slaughtered a cow in the middle of the market.’

It was as though our entire bodies had become ears. Hashu lowered his voice and said, ‘They have decided that all women and girls should leave Hirabad. Arrangements will be made to evacuate unmarried girls first. Tomorrow itself, in the middle of the night, a lorry will leave from here for Mirpur Khas. There, the girls will board the train!’

‘But where will they go?’ my mother asked. 

‘That will be arranged. I sent a man to Jodhpur this evening. He will rent a house over there. Popati and Kamla will have to be sent off from here first,’ he said looking at me. ‘First, meaning tomorrow night. Take only very few necessary belongings.’[…]

I tossed and turned the whole night. What would my friend Kala say, ‘You didn’t even tell me [that you were leaving]!’ Hari had said earlier, ‘My brother is out of town, I have nobody with me. If there is any cause for fear, Bhabhi and I will come and stay with you.’ Would Hari also say, ‘You ran away secretly’? If Kamla and I happened to leave, and something happened [here at home] later, what would happen to us? 

My elder brother had been transferred to Karachi. Apart from Hashu, we had a few other younger brothers too. We went to have a photograph taken. God knows where we would end up after being separated; at least we would have each other’s photographs with us. I had a photo taken with Ammi, and Kamla with my younger brother. Ammi was crying, ‘What sin have I committed?’

My younger brother kept trying to explain to her, ‘Hindustan is like our elder mother. Just think that the girls are going to her.’ 

Ammi said, ‘To hell with the elder mother, damn the wretches who are separating us from our homeland.’

In the evening, when we went to our masi’s house, they were putting utensils into gunny bags and stitching the bags up. When we told them that we were leaving Hyderabad that night, they informed us that they were also preparing to migrate. My masi, her daughter-in-law, two unmarried daughters, three married ones, their children: All were getting ready to leave. My masi said, ‘You also leave with us, let Menghi (Ammi) also come along with us.’

On returning home, Ammi got ready as well. As she put her paros [skirts] and chadars [cloth used as a head covering] in the small bag, she started crying intensely! All the family members were sobbing. That night, no one ate anything or slept a wink.

We went from room to room, looking at every object with longing in our eyes. Standing in the courtyard, I bade farewell not just to the house but also to the patch of sky above. The walls of the neighbourhood, the sparrows sitting in their nest, the cool breeze from the hill, the white dog in the lane, the water-trough for the horses, the birdhouse for the pigeons, I remembered them all. Seventeenth September! My birthday! But it was like the day of my death. At 2:30 am we left the house. Three of my brothers and the three of us. Coming out of the lane, we kept looking back, ‘God knows whether we will able to see these things again or not.’

My masi’s house was nearby. The lorry was standing outside the house. First the luggage was loaded. Everyone’s small bags and trunks and two gunny bags of utensils, and then we got on. The men said, ‘Hurry up, anything could happen on the way. Go, do your crying in Mirpur Khas.’

My heart was weeping, but no tears could flow from my eyes. With the windows closed, the lorry left at high speed. We were leaving our own country like thieves in hiding.27

These departures were not necessarily final in all cases. In May 1947, my mother, Nirmala Bhavnani, her two sisters and their brother’s wife were also packed off by their parents by ship to Bombay, where their eldest sister had settled after her marriage. Her two older sisters were 19 and 21 respectively; my mother, however, was then just a 12-year-old – she sorely missed her parents and her home. After a few weeks, she managed to fly back to Karachi with a relative who was travelling in that direction; after a short while, soon after Independence, her parents found another relative to escort her by air back to Bombay. Her parents decided to migrate only in October 1947.

As mentioned earlier, 2,50,000 Hindus and Sikhs had left for India by mid-November 1947. This number included Hindus and Sikhs who had left Quetta, as well as non-Sindhi immigrants from Kutch, Gujarat, the United Provinces, Tamil Nadu, Punjab, etc. Considering Sindh’s Hindu and Sikh population at that time was estimated at approximately 14,00,000, this initial departure involved only a small percentage of Sindh’s minorities. Yet these fleeing Hindus and Sikhs were to face more difficulties in the act of departure.

Searches and Seizures

The writer Popati Hiranandani continues her narrative:

The sun had barely risen when we reached Mirpur Khas. In Mirpur Khas my cousin’s husband had a lot of influence. He said, ‘I will book an entire carriage, but take my wife’s gunny bags along with you as well.’ The next day, my mother’s cousin’s daughters and daughters-in-law also reached there. We left Mirpur Khas at three o’clock in the night and climbed into two compartments standing on the sidings in the dark.

The train left, but after half an hour, Muslim officers stopped the train and got into our compartments. One of my relatives had taken a fan. She was sitting on top of the fan’s blades and she had kept the base in the bathroom. Two sewing machines, the handles of which had been removed, had been put in a box. The officers poked everything with their sticks and unloaded all the bags and took them away. They took away the box as well. Now we had neither clothes left nor food!28

Given the high opportunism that flourished at the time of Partition, those who left had to pay exorbitant rates to carriage drivers, or camel cart drivers, and subsequently to coolies at the docks or the railway station, at the time of their departure. Then these departing Hindus were searched, on railway platforms, in train compartments and on quaysides, and often their belongings were confiscated. In September 1947, The Times of India, Bombay, received an indignant letter from one P. Vaswani which reported that Hindus taking the train from Hyderabad to Jodhpur were searched ‘rigorously’ at the railway station by the Muslim National Guards as well as the local police. Articles of value, such as silk saris and sewing machines, not to mention gold and jewellery, were liberally confiscated. In the rare event of a receipt being issued, it was sketchy and casual. According to Vaswani, on one occasion the officials confiscated about a hundred sewing machines; on another occasion, the officials were able to fill nearly 25 lorries with the confiscated goods.29

Attacks on trains and foot convoys in other parts of India and Pakistan had clearly proven that the process of migration itself was fraught with danger. Consequently, passengers departing by train from Hyderabad and sailing by steamer from Karachi were searched for weapons, especially Sikh kirpans. These searches soon extended to ‘essential’ items as well, such as foodgrains and unstitched cloth, which had been in short supply since the years of war. The unauthorised removal of these items from the country was considered smuggling in Pakistan, as it also was in India. There were plenty of instances of the Indian government conducting such searches and seizures of departing Muslims. And the ‘searches’ of Hindus departing from Sindh were often motivated by reports that Muslims leaving India had been similarly ‘searched’ and deprived of their possessions. These searches in Sindh were carried out more often by the Muslim National Guards (the ‘militant service-oriented youth wing of the Muslim League’30), a non-governmental body, and not by police or government officers. 

Very soon, however, searches of passengers departing either by train from Hyderabad or Mirpur Khas, or by boat from Karachi degenerated into an excuse for corrupt officials to confiscate whatever they felt like. As Roger Pearce, a British ICS officer who spent about 10 years serving in Sindh, explains in his memoir:

Supposedly they were stopping the Hindus from looting Pakistan, but in fact it was for profit, or from petty spite: books and toothbrushes were taken, gramophones and cooking pots, bags of spare clothes.31 

In Nawabshah, departing married Hindu women were distraught when they were forced to give up their nose rings, a precious symbol of their husbands being alive. Occasionally, even smaller items like doctor’s stethoscopes, fountain pens or cooked food, taken for the journey, were confiscated.

Following many complaints from emigrating Hindus, senior Congress leaders, including J. B. Kripalani and Dr Choithram Gidwani, as well as Sri Prakasa, turned their attention to this issue.

Kripalani had toured Sindh for 10 days in August 1947 with his wife, in order to both assess the degree of communal discrimination prevailing there as well as to reassure the Sindhi Hindus and persuade them to avoid migrating. He had remained silent in his statements to the press about what he had seen on this tour, as he didn’t want to exacerbate the situation. He intended to obtain some redressal through informal and friendly negotiations with the Sindh government. However, his public silence had been interpreted by the Sindh government as his approval of the way things were going. At the end of September 1947, Kripalani felt obliged to clarify that he was witness to:

[the] hardships of the minority community in Sind, the general insecurity of their life and property, the arbitrary and illegal way in which their houses were broken into and forcibly occupied, their luggage at the ports and at the railway stations searched and their belongings confiscated, etc.32

He maintained that this harsh treatment meted out to the departing Hindus only encouraged other Hindus to leave Sindh as well.

By late September, the governments of India and Pakistan reached a mutual agreement to not search emigrants. But even at the official level, the Sindh government sent out mixed signals regarding the ‘searches’. N. A. Faruqui, the chief secretary, promised that the government would soon issue orders to stop the searches of both men and women, but Khuhro defended his government, saying that smuggling could not be encouraged and that the searches should continue. The Sindh government did, however, concede that the government itself should conduct the searches, and not the Muslim National Guards. Faruqui promised the emigrating Hindus that the confiscated items would be returned to them, if claims were submitted before the district magistrate of Karachi. But, as Dr Choithram Gidwani pointed out, this promise was fundamentally unworkable since no receipts had been issued for the confiscated items, and besides, the owners were now untraceable and scattered in various parts of India. Unofficially, in both India and Pakistan, Muslims migrating to Pakistan and Hindus migrating to India continued to be searched on their departure.

Yet some of the emigrants were able to circumvent these searches, sometimes by bribing the officials conducting the searches, and sometimes through other means. Since unstitched cloth was one of the items banned for export, many Sindhi Hindus recall that their families sewed unused cloth into garments or blanket covers, or used it as dupattas or turbans. According to Aruna Jethwani, then a girl of seven, her family’s trunk was left undisturbed by the Pathan who opened it at the Hyderabad railway platform, after he saw the photo of Sai Sayed Malik, a Muslim pir, placed right on top of the clothes packed within.33 Navalrai Bachani was then a young man of 20 living in Hyderabad. Recently married, he had received a carpet as part of his wife’s dowry. The newly-weds rubbed dirt into the brand new carpet to make it look old and soiled, so as to evade the customs checks.34

At the time of Partition, Nari Hingorani was a 16-year-old schoolboy from Nawabshah. Given the unsettled circumstances in Sindh, his family decided to send him and his elder brother to Bombay to continue their education there. Hingorani recalls how he and his brother, together with their guardian and his family, left Karachi:

We had heard of horror stories about the cruel treatment of passengers and their baggage by the dockworkers. The dock porters were robbing poor families with meagre belongings of their prize possessions. If people argued or pleaded with them they would throw the bags into the Arabian Sea. Our guardian and his wife had two small children. They travelled with three small trunks, bedding, a sewing machine and couple of small items. To this was added two banged up small steel trunks belonging to us two brothers containing mainly books and a few changes of clothes. All in all, when the entire luggage was stacked in a bunch on the dockside it made a pretty pathetic picture for the total life’s belongings for a family of [six]. 

While the Customs officers along with dockworkers were going around inspecting the luggage of different groups of families, I also sauntered surreptitiously, quickly shuffling along in my old chappals to observe their modus operandi. They just put a cross and an initial with a white chalk on the piece of item in which they were not interested and cleared it for loading on the ship. I casually walked back to where our family and luggage were gathered, making certain to pick up a piece of chalk on the way. The rest was simple. I sneaked a few chalk cross marks and scribbled the initials on the luggage items. […] When the Inspector arrived, I just had to tell him that we had already been cleared. The Inspector was silent for a few seconds while we all held our breath. Then suddenly he shouted, ‘What are you waiting for? Hurry up. The ship is leaving in half an hour.’ Thank the Lord! 

I had noticed a mild mannered porter and tipped him well. He quickly loaded all the luggage on the ship, spread a sheet at a secluded corner on the lower deck, arranged all the trunks around the perimeter and made a cozy resting space which was to be our home for the [six] of us on a four-day voyage to a new life.35
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CHAPTER 5

The Role of the Sindh Government1

Economic Crisis

By mid-October 1947, the price of imported cigarettes had skyrocketed in Karachi: A packet of American cigarettes now cost as much as twelve annas instead of the usual four. Sindh’s regular supply of cigarettes had been poached by dealers from West Punjab, NWFP and Baluchistan. These provinces, which normally bought from Saharanpur, found that their supplies had dried up owing to the disruption of trade and communications between India and Pakistan. 

Against a backdrop of India’s ravaged post-war economy, and with demand swiftly eclipsing the supply of essential goods, Sindh was witnessing staggering inflation. The economic and financial structure of Sindh was stretched beyond its limits, with the descent of the Pakistan government on Karachi and the arrival of vast numbers of refugees. This structure, which had depended greatly on Hindu businessmen and moneylenders for centuries, now came to a near-collapse with Hindus leaving and taking valuable assets with them. By February 1948, Sindh would have a deficit of Rs 2.57 crores for 1947-48.2 Khuhro describes ‘the unprecedented crisis’ that had descended on Sindh: 

Our economy has been threatened by the sudden dislocation of vital channels of trade and the drying up of sources of credit, with the result that we have had to face unprecedented difficulties in marketing our food and commercial crops, and by the danger of diminishing revenues. On the other hand, the mass influx has placed an almost super-human burden on our comparatively slender resources, and has made it impossible for us to avoid a vastly increased amount of expenditure.3

Consequently, Khuhro’s government had pertinent reasons for banning the removal from Sindh of various goods: bullion and jewellery as well as ‘essential’ items – ranging from cloth and soap to surgical and optical goods, from foodgrains to building material and machinery. Moreover, many Sindhi Hindus in the central government service had opted to work in the Government of India, after they had been given a choice between working for either of the two new nation-states. These Hindus (as well as those in the Sindh Provincial Service) had been, not just the backbone, but the bulk of the administration, and their departure in large numbers left many government offices and courts semi-paralysed, at least in the months soon after Partition; many banks and businesses had also curtailed their operations.4 While the government soon employed muhajirs and Punjabi Muslims to take the place of the Hindus, these were obviously new to the province, and were not acquainted with Sindh, or the Sindhi language, which was the main language used with the junior staff and haaris.

Apart from the central government employees, many non-Sindhi Hindus and Sikhs had left Sindh. These included Punjabi Sikhs, who were manual labourers and carpenters, and Hindus from the United Provinces, who were washermen and masons. Their departure at the critical time when Pakistan was still in the process of building itself presented the authorities with a serious problem. Many newspaper vendors in Karachi were also from UP; their departure brought newspaper distribution in the city to a standstill. Workers in the Karachi-based factories returned to their hometowns in India, and this led to a slump in production.

In response, Khuhro’s government attempted to curtail the exodus of the Sindhi Hindu merchants and bureaucrats. The Sindh government’s efforts to placate and retain the Hindus began in an amicable fashion. A Peace Board – comprising Khuhro himself and prominent Muslims and Hindus of Karachi5 – was established to reassure the Hindus and to hear as well as redress their complaints. Senior members of both the Sindh and the central governments – including Governor Hidayatullah and Premier Khuhro – made visits to Hindus in Karachi, assuring them of their security. Khuhro even made a public statement inviting those Sindhi Hindus who had already left Pakistan to return to their home province. Fazlur Rehman, the central government’s minister for the interior, made a public statement promising the minorities of Pakistan that they would be fully protected, in order to forestall their exodus. Extra police pickets and security measures were provided on the occasion of Dussehra and Bakr-Id, which coincided in 1947.

Trying to stem the economic crisis, Khuhro’s government also produced the Sind Economic Rehabilitation Ordinance, which was passed in late October 1947. Under this ordinance, a rehabilitation officer was appointed, whose job was to monitor any unoccupied land or building or business. The rehabilitation officer also had powers to order the original owners of the business to resume work if he was not satisfied with their reasons for closure. Any failure to do so would result in the seizure of the business by the rehabilitation officer, who could then take possession of it, lease it to incoming muhajirs, and arrange for the resumption of the business. This effectively amounted to the forcible taking over of Hindu businesses by the state.

The Sindh government also clamped down on the Hindu press, which was highly critical of the state. Publication of the Hindustan and the Sansar Samachar had been banned for two months at the end of October 1947. Pre-censorship was imposed on the Sind Observer, which had been critical of the government; this paper then appeared without any headlines. Khuhro had issued a warning to the Hindu press, threatening strong action against them ‘if they continued to write editorials and articles savouring of complete disloyalty to Pakistan and looking to outside power for succour.’6 The Sindh government had also banned Qurbani, a Sindhi daily, as well as Al Jamait, an Urdu weekly, and had arrested the editor of the latter for making public speeches in which he incited Muslims against the Hindus. However, according to Dr Choithram Gidwani:

It is clear that in banning the two Muslim papers along with the two Hindu dailies, the intention is to create an impression that the Premier has been impartial. But the facts are that of the two Muslim papers, one is edited by a nationalist Muslim, while the other has already ceased publication. […] The Muslim papers, the ‘Dawn’, the ‘Al-Wahid’ and the ‘Hilal-e-Pakistan’, which are, day in and day out, preaching a hymn of hatred against the Hindus, and which by their violent propaganda against the minority community are striking terror in their hearts, have remained untouched.7

On 22 October, following rumours of anti-Muslim violence in the dargah town of Ajmer, a crowd of about 2,000 muhajirs in Hyderabad (Sindh) threatened to attack the Bombay Mail, full of Hindus departing for India.8 The Bombay Mail had already left the platform, and apparently it was stopped a short distance away. The muhajirs retreated only when the police rushed to the spot and fired in the air. The passengers were allowed to sleep in the train, and returned to their houses the next day under police protection. The following day again, nearly 800 muhajirs lay on the railway tracks in protest against the Ajmer violence, and did not allow the train to proceed. For the next three days, which covered both the festivals of Dussehra and Id, the Sindh government banned the movement of refugee and special trains in and out of Sindh; religious processions and fireworks were banned; and police pickets on main roads increased. Khuhro’s remark, that he was seriously considering ‘placing a ban on the exodus of non-Muslims from Sind for the sake of their own safety as well as the maintenance of peace’, gave birth to a fear among Hindus that their departure would be prohibited. Now the Sindh government announced that it would institute a system wherein persons wishing to leave Sindh would have to give two weeks’ notice to the government.

The Sindh government also took other steps to ensure that day-to-day life in Sindh would not come to a standstill. After his home was raided, and the Punjabi police officer advised his mother that she should send her daughters away to India, Mohan Makhijani wanted to take his sisters to Bombay. Then a valued staff member with the Karachi Port Trust, he describes what happened to him as an employee in what was considered ‘essential services’:

You see, I was on the restricted list – which means, the people who were not allowed to leave, because they were useful to the government. And I had heard about the list because two of our relatives, both of whom were elderly doctors, turned up from Hyderabad at 11:30 one night at our house, in a car. They had a small bag each.

We asked them, ‘What happened?’

They said, ‘We have heard that they are going to issue an ordinance for people in various professions, holding them back: “You can’t leave. Essential services.” Our names are on that list.’ 

These two doctors had a lot of Muslim friends who must have told them. They managed to get two tickets on an Air India aircraft that used to bring paan from Bombay to Karachi, and from Karachi it used to go to Punjab. It was a cargo plane, with rough seats. Those days, it used to go practically empty. There was hardly any cargo. 

I thought, ‘These two old fellows, they get scared for no reason.’ Anyway, they left the next morning. But this incident stayed in my mind.

In September, I wanted to take my three sisters to Bombay. So I managed to procure four tickets on Air India, in the black market, at an exorbitant rate. I said, ‘I will go to Bombay for two or three days. From there it will be easy to get a ticket, and I’ll come back.’ I went to office and I asked for leave. My friend, Iqbal Qureshi, had become my boss. We had grown up together. I asked for time off. He said, ‘No, you can’t go.’

I said, ‘What are you saying? This is urgent. I will come back. My family is here, my parents are here. I won’t give up my house, I won’t give up my job and everything else.’

He said, ‘No, you can’t go.’ He refused me leave. I got very, very angry. Along the way, he also got dejected, because he felt sorry about his response; he knew that I was going for an essential reason.

When Qureshi went home, he was disturbed, smoking cigarette after cigarette. His wife asked him, ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Nothing, nothing,’ he said. He started fighting with his wife.

She said, ‘Something is wrong.’

So he blurted out that I had asked for leave to go and drop my sisters and he had refused me permission. 

His wife didn’t observe purdah with me; I had access to their house. She went at him, hammer and tongs. ‘Get the hell out of here! Go on! Get out! Shameless tyrant! The things you do!’ She threw him out.

In the meantime, since Qureshi had refused me permission, what was I to do? I went and got the name on the ticket changed to my brother, Moti’s. 

In my absence, Qureshi had visited my house. He wanted to see me. Before leaving to change tickets, I had told my mother and everybody what he had done.

When Qureshi entered, my family was livid with him. They gave him the cold shoulder. They told him, ‘Go away, Mohan is not at home.’ 

When I went home, they said, ‘Qureshi had come for you.’ After some time, Qureshi returned. He said, ‘You can go. But don’t tell anyone. Don’t put in a leave application. Just go.’

I said, ‘It’s too late. I have changed the name on the ticket. But why did you refuse me?’

He said, ‘Swear by your father that you won’t divulge this to anyone. You are on the restricted list. Therefore, when you go, nobody should know.’

I said, ‘Well, I can’t leave now.’

But I said to myself, ‘One day I will leave.’

I was on the restricted list. How do they create this list? Qureshi must have given my name. I can’t swear by it, but who else would have done it? I used to do all the work. The entire department was created by me, run by me; he used to just fool around. He must have given my name, since I was in his department.9

Mohan Makhijani resigned himself to staying on in Sindh, at least for the time being.

As mentioned earlier, central government employees were given the option of choosing whether they wanted to work for India or Pakistan. Employees in the provincial government services of Punjab and Bengal were given a similar choice. This choice was not given to Hindu and Sikh employees in the Sindh provincial government, many of whom now wanted to migrate to India. Over 2,000 such employees addressed a mass petition to the governments of Pakistan and India, asking for transfer to India on an exchange basis, with Muslim civil servants in Indian provinces going to Sindh. Although India was amenable to this suggestion, their request was denied by the Sindh government in late October. Khuhro was reluctant to assist them ‘in getting away from the province’, and thus hamstring his government. (Undeterred, G. T. Vazirani, general secretary of the Sind Provincial Congress Committee, wrote to the Congress-run United Provinces government, enquiring if it would absorb Sindh provincial service personnel out of a sense of sympathy.)

Consequently, in November 1947, the Sindh government openly announced that employees of the Sindh government, the Karachi Port Trust, the Karachi Municipal Corporation, the East India Tramways Company, the Karachi Electricity Supply Corporation, the Cantonment Board and four petroleum firms were not permitted to leave Sindh without the written permission of the district magistrate. Khuhro’s government was adamant that these ‘essential services’ should not come to a standstill, and so banned the departure of Hindu employees in such services. This prohibition came on the heels of an announcement by the Sindh government stating that its non-Muslim employees would not be granted any loan or advances from public funds. The Sindh government’s fear was that the Hindu employees would take the funds with them and migrate to India, thus defaulting on the loan. Soon non-Muslim government employees were warned that the act of sending their families to India would be construed as disloyalty to Pakistan and, in the absence of a satisfactory explanation, they would be summarily discharged from service. Hindu government employees were not allowed to take casual leave or to go outside Sindh on holiday without a permit. 

Yet these measures to restrain the departure of Hindus were only for junior and middle-level employees. Muslims were preferred for senior-level posts. More than 12 executive engineers, all Hindus, were asked to retire prematurely, even though they still had to complete between two to five years of service. Out of nine Hindu deputy superintendents of police in Sindh, five were asked to proceed on leave. Not surprisingly, these measures only served to fuel Hindu fears and amplified their urge to leave Sindh. 

One of the most drastic steps taken by the Sindh government, which came as a big blow to the Hindus, was regarding empty or near-empty houses in Karachi. The combination of the overnight steep climb in demand for housing in the city and the desire of Hindus to liquidate their assets and migrate to India had resulted in the sale of houses in Karachi at exorbitant prices to incoming muhajirs. As mentioned before, many Hindu families had moved temporarily to India, leaving behind a senior male member – often the father or eldest son – to safeguard the family’s assets. In early November 1947, the Sindh government announced that empty and near-empty houses would be requisitioned by the government within a fortnight if the owners did not bring their families back to occupy them. If the families did not return, the remaining members would be ejected from their home, and the residence would then be taken over. According to Vazira Zamindar, Pir Ilahi Baksh, the minister for rehabilitation, had called on the representatives of various Hindu cooperative housing societies to give the government ‘four or five bungalows from each society by making “certain adjustments” such as “voluntarily housing two families in one house.”’10 Sales of houses had to now receive government permission. This was, in other words, a new form of forcible occupation of Hindu property, this time by the Sindh government, now disguised as a measure for ‘public’ welfare.11

However, it should also be remembered that many senior Muslim officials in the Sindh government had Hindu friends. Although the Sindh government officially discouraged migration, these senior officials were privately advising their Hindu friends to leave, even warning them unofficially that their houses were due to be requisitioned. According to Parsram V. Tahilramani, MLA and secretary of the Sind Assembly Congress Party:

It is a known fact in Karachi […] that some of the most responsible members of the Sind Government, not excluding some of the top-most Ministers, have, in private been advising their Hindu friends that it would be in the interests of their safety and honour that they would quit Sind rather than stay on, relying on the Government, who very likely may prove unequal to the task of controlling the threatening tide of surging mob passions.12

Plagued by incessant requests from various muhajir officials in the Pakistan government for first claim on vacant houses in Karachi, Khuhro’s government made it clear that they alone would not have priority; precedence would be given to requests for housing facilities and sites for factories and offices from businessmen and industrialists who offered to reconstruct the economic life of the province. The situation had worsened in November 1947 when, according to the Free Press Journal, the money market had become extremely tight, the cloth trade had become paralysed, and excise revenue had nosedived. Given the Sindhi Hindus’ penchant for liquor, the alcohol trade had undergone a ‘disastrous slump’, with cases of imported liquor lying unopened in Karachi.13

The Sindh government also reduced the amount of weekly rationed foodgrains and proposed to increase taxation in the next budget. Another step that it took was to provide insurance against ‘riots and civil commotion’ for the cotton crop, the principal cash crop in Sindh. Where Hindu landowners moved – from the hinterland to either cities in Sindh or India – their agricultural land was left fallow. Now the Sindh government construed the shortfall in harvest in 1947 as a deliberate move on the part of Hindu landowners to ‘diminish the yield of crops of Pakistan’.14 The Hindus were warned that if their rabi cultivation would fall seriously short of the previous year’s harvest, their lands would be taken over.

Dalits in Sindh

According to some estimates, there were about 2,00,000 Dalits living in Sindh at the time of Partition.15 Many of these Dalits were from Kathiawar in Gujarat or present-day Rajasthan, while others were from present-day Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh. Although they were also Hindu, their language, region of origin, occupation, caste and class meant that they and the mainstream Sindhi Hindus did not identify with each other. These Dalits lived in their own colonies in Karachi and other cities in Sindh, and were mainly employed as sweepers and cleaners in public areas such schools, hospitals and other institutions, as well as in private homes in towns where there was no drainage system for sewage. 

When Partition was announced, Jogendranath Mandal (then a prominent Dalit leader from Bengal and a member of the constituent assembly) had been strongly in favour of the creation of Pakistan, optimistic that Dalits would receive better treatment from Muslims in Pakistan than from caste Hindus in India.16 However, after the creation of Pakistan and the rise of communal passions and discrimination, many Dalits living in Sindh now wanted to return to their home provinces.

Gandhi had been especially concerned about the ‘Harijans’ in Sindh. When he had visited Jacobabad in 1929, he had found that separate meetings had been organised for him to meet the local ‘Sanatani Hindus’ and the local Dalits. He promptly decided to boycott the Hindu meeting, and chose to visit only the Dalits. When he visited Karachi in 1934, he publicly censured – on more than one occasion – the poor quality of housing that the city had provided its sweepers and cleaners. Reports of the difficulties faced by Dalits in the months after Partition percolated back to Gandhi. He then sent letters to Shanti Kumar Morarjee and Shoorji Vallabhdas, both owners of shipping companies, enlisting their help in sending steamers to Karachi to bring the Dalits in Sindh to India, free of charge.17 According to the writer Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan, the Harijan Sevak Sangh18 chartered four ships of the Bombay Steam Navigation Company to evacuate only Dalits from Karachi.19

However, once Dalits began to migrate, their departure left a serious vacuum. In Sukkur city, for example, members of the Rashtra Seva Dal20 and Muslim National Guards were obliged to sweep the city. The Sind Public Safety Ordinance, which had been enforced on 4 October, had merely given the government powers to prevent (if it wished) persons from leaving essential services, which included government service, public utility concerns, municipal services, railways and port trust services. Now, faced with this civic crisis, the Sindh government amended the Sind Public Safety Ordinance to clearly prohibit washermen and sweepers – primarily Dalits – departing from Sindh without the written permission of the district magistrate. Balasubrahmanyan also tells us that the Sindh government posted police around Dalit colonies to prevent them from leaving. Dalits were asked to wear a badge around their arms, indicating their identity. Even Dalits who were not cleaners were made to do the work of cleaners, which they resented.

Gandhi’s speeches in late 1947 reflect his ongoing concern for the Dalits in Sindh, and his severe criticism of the Sindh government’s stand. When a doctor wrote to Gandhi about the hardships Dalits faced, he was arrested, along with other social workers working for Dalits in Sindh. There was great fear among caste Hindus that these Dalits would all be converted to Islam. Prominent Dalit leaders such as B. R. Ambedkar and Jagjivan Ram, also publicly stated that Dalits in Pakistan should be allowed to migrate to India.21

Despite the Sindh government’s ban, the Sindh Congress made efforts to evacuate Dalits from Sindh. Jivanlal Jairamdas Kewalramani was then a 28-year-old Congress worker, who was the manager of the Gandhi Khidmat Ghar at Ratodero. In October 1947, Jivanlal Jairamdas dropped off his family at Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad, and returned to Sindh, at Gandhi’s behest, to help evacuate Dalits, other backward castes such as Bhils and Kolis, and poor Hindu farmers, with the help of Muslim camel herders. In the cities, Harijan Sevak Sangh workers disguised some Dalits as Marwaris by placing large turbans on their heads. Yet, it was estimated that only about 10,000 Dalits were able to migrate from Sindh.22

In response, the Sindh government began a crackdown on Congress workers. When a warrant was issued for the arrest of Jivanlal Jairamdas, he fled Sindh in disguise, sailing from Karachi to the port of Okha in Saurashtra and then made his way to Ahmedabad. One of his colleagues, Tillo Jethmalani, also recalls that the collector in Larkana objected to the Congress helping Dalits migrate. The collector warned Jethmalani that if he did not stop, he would be arrested. Jethmalani, too, left Larkana surreptitiously, helped by a Muslim friend from his schooldays.23

In December 1947, the Indian government lodged a protest with the Sindh government, through the Indian High Commission in Pakistan; this was met with a denial that there was a ban on the evacuation of Dalits to India.

Yet not all Dalits were keen to migrate to Hindu-majority India, where they were likely to face the stigma of untouchability. Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan quotes one of her respondents, Punjabhai Valodra, who then worked as a sweeper in a school run on Gandhian principles. A resident of Karachi, he had visited Kutch and Saurashtra in 1942, where he had experienced a far greater level of stigmatisation than in Sindh. 

We had heard that Partition was going to come, but none of us was worried. My employer Mansukhram said: ‘Punja, you come along with me, you and your family. I will look after everything.’ But I refused. I told him I was happy in Karachi and I did not want to move. What was there for me in India? There was no house or land in the village. Here I had a secure job, a place to live. Muslims would not take our jobs away, we knew. Who would want a sweeper’s job? Who would like to clean the streets and wash toilets? I knew we would not lose our jobs. We stayed. […] The Sindhi Hindus were Banias, they had shops and land, money and goods. They were afraid of being looted and murdered. Muslims occupied their houses and looted their shops. But who would loot us? What did we have for anyone to loot? And who would murder a Harijan? We were not afraid of conversion either. Who would try to convert us? Muslims did not do sweepers’ jobs. I was not worried at all. And nothing changed for us.24

Punjabhai Valodra chose to stay on in Pakistan, for the time being. Other Dalits, especially those living in rural areas in Tharparkar, wanted to migrate only if they could bring their cattle with them, and if they were allotted farms in India.

The truth is, Dalits did have cause for fear: Even though they were not forcibly converted or looted, a newspaper article at the end of March 1948 mentions the molestation of Dalit women by muhajirs as being the cause of an exodus of Dalits from Pakistan. (Evidently, by this stage, they were allowed to migrate freely.)25 The beleaguered Karachi Municipal Corporation, faced with a shortage of sweepers, was then considering ‘importing’ 10,000 Muslim sweepers from Bihar.

Many Dalits who migrated (whether at the time of Partition or subsequently) faced humiliation and discrimination at the hands of caste Hindus in India after Partition. In some cases, they were taken by separate ships or trains. Tillo Jethmalani, who was subsequently posted as camp commandant at Marwar Junction, recalls how one goods train filled with Dalit refugees from Sindh arrived in the middle of a Rajasthani winter night, with Dalits lying freezing and semi-conscious inside the goods wagons.26 Even in refugee camps in India, Dalits were given separate living quarters and dining areas, thus maintaining the status quo of ghettoisation. In the camp at Pimpri, near Poona, Maharashtrian Dalit refugees who had migrated from Sindh were employed as servants in the living quarters of the Sindhi refugees inhabiting the same camp.27

In 1948, the Government of India set up the Displaced Harijan Rehabilitation Board, to resettle those Dalits who had migrated from Pakistan, then estimated at about 10,00,000.28 This organisation, overseen by Rameshwari Nehru, was headquartered at the Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad, where Jivanlal Jairamdas was appointed zonal organiser. Together with the Dalit activist and leader, Thakkar Bapa, Jivanlal Jairamdas worked to rehabilitate Dalits from Sindh in Ahmedabad. They helped resettle hundreds of Harijan families by constructing the Thakkar Bapa Colony, where Dalits lived along with caste Hindus from Sindh, and also founded the Thakkar Bapa High School.

Meanwhile, many Dalits continued to stay on in Pakistan, and still work there as sweepers and cleaners.

Suspicions of Sabotage

On the heels of the Shikarpur Colony bomb explosion and the  anti-Muslim violence in Delhi, with anti-Hindu sentiment rising sharply in Karachi, Khuhro made a highly provocative speech on  13 September. He denounced the violence committed against Muslims in independent India, as well as the poor treatment given to emigrating Muslim refugees by the Indian government. He attributed the absence of violence in Sindh to the ‘Sind Muslims [who] had controlled themselves admirably in spite of grave provocations’. He claimed that the Nawabshah Sikhs, who had departed from Sindh under the protection of the Sindh government, had gone to India and killed Muslims there.29 Only the day prior to the speech (12 September 1947) there had been press reports of emigrating Hindus and Sikhs, who had been ‘smuggling on a large scale’ – bribing customs officials in order to carry large quantities of unauthorised foodgrains, cloth and possibly fire-arms and ammunition with them. Khuhro went on to denounce these Hindus and Sikhs who were leaving Sindh ‘in droves’ and threatened to enact a law which would only allow them to take the clothes they were wearing. (It was at this point that several British officials who had continued with the Sindh government after Independence took great exception to the state’s attitude to minorities, and resigned en masse.30)

There were many factors which contributed towards the hardened stance of Khuhro and his government vis-à-vis the Hindus. For one, a high degree of communal ill-will cut across communities, whether Hindus, Sikhs or Muslims, in those days. As Gyanendra Pandey points out, the birth of India and Pakistan had resulted in the collapse of religious affiliation into national affiliation.31 Hindus and Sikhs were perceived as Indians, regardless of where they came from, just as Muslims were perceived as Pakistanis. Numerous Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims, even if they did not perpetrate any violence, had no sympathy for or trust in the ‘other’ community. Many also harboured schadenfreude, on hearing of violence or discrimination against the ‘other’ community, and believed that the ‘other’ had got their just deserts or deserved to be taught a lesson.

Moreover, the Shikarpur Colony bomb explosion had put not only the RSS but the entire Hindu community in Sindh under a cloud of suspicion. Further, in recent years, there had been much opposition to the creation of Pakistan among Congress, Akali and Hindu Mahasabha members. There had been enough instances where Hindus and Sikhs had taunted Muslim Leaguers that Pakistan would fail, or that they would never allow Pakistan to happen. This was, in Khuhro’s words, ‘a combination of sinister, malignant and pitiless forces which are trying to strangle this infant state of Pakistan even before it has had time to stand upon its feet.’32 In the early weeks after Independence, there was also talk of a possible reunion of the two dominions. As a result, there was a deep suspicion in the minds of many Pakistanis that Indians – and Hindus – wanted to destabilise Pakistan. As the senior journalist, Kuldip Nayar points out:

Whoever was to blame – or, rather, more to blame – the few weeks of madness on both sides of the border embittered relations between the two countries for the generations to come. They differed on every subject, at every step. Fear and mistrust of each other made even trivial matters major issues. So bitter was the relationship at that time that I heard Jinnah was thinking of breaking off diplomatic relations with India. He genuinely believed that India wanted to destroy his country – a fear that torments Pakistan even today. […] 

In fact, from the very day the two countries came into being, recriminations began piling up. Pakistan particularly blamed India for not letting it establish itself. When the dislocation of train services owing to riots hampered the dispatch of government records from Delhi to Karachi, Pakistan saw in it an Indian plot to scuttle the new country’s administration. […] New Delhi had not sent all the equipment and stores pledged at one time. Even Field Marshal Auchinleck, who continued in overall command of the armies of both Dominions, accused India of having designs to ‘prevent Pakistan receiving her just share or indeed anything of arsenals and depots in India’, and hailed Pakistan’s attitude as ‘reasonable and cooperative’.33

Mass migrations in other parts of the subcontinent were then considered to be primarily due to the terrible communal violence that had occurred there. Considering that Sindh had been relatively peaceful, Khuhro found the departure of Sindhi Hindus from Sindh ‘unwarranted and part of a sinister plan.’34

Even though Hindus and Sikhs were a minority in West Pakistan, they had a substantial share in the economy. There had been strong rumours in Western Punjab, such as:

…extremist Hindu circles entertained the notion that they could ruin Pakistan by depriving it ab initio of all the banking and commercial facilities and expertise which the Hindu community had hitherto provided.35 

The Times of India reported in May 1947 that the Hindu capital flight from the Punjab was estimated at Rs 250 crores. ‘After us the deluge,’ said a banking magnate, and added: ‘We are leaving Pakistan an economic desert.’36

It was this climate of suspicion, against a backdrop of communal ill-will all over the subcontinent, that soured and hardened the Sindh government’s stance towards the Sindhi Hindus, all the while professing security and equality. In this respect, Sindhi Hindus shared many parallels with Muslims in India, who also found themselves looked at with suspicion, and discriminated against, by both the Indian government and the Indian public, in many ways after Partition.

Minorities as Hostages

Permitting and practising discrimination against Hindus in many spheres of life, the Sindh government had taken only limited steps to dissipate the general atmosphere of communal antipathy. As mentioned earlier, various leaders and senior government officials – both at the provincial and the national level – attended public meetings and gave speeches assuring Hindus of safety, protection and equal rights, and also speeches to muhajirs and other Muslims, urging them to desist from violence. These speeches had failed to inspire confidence in any considerable measure among the Hindus, who instead had become alarmed by the contradictory approach of the state. 

Apart from wanting to prop up Sindh’s economy, there was another reason behind the attempts of the Sindh government to reassure and retain Hindus in Sindh. According to Hamida Khuhro, Jinnah had instructed M. A. Khuhro that he specifically wanted the Hindus of Sindh to stay on in Pakistan because he saw their presence and their security as the only guarantee for the security of Muslims in India: effectively a mutual hostage situation. Moreover, Jinnah wanted to prove to the world that Pakistan could be generous to minorities, and that minorities could be safe there, unlike in India, where communal trouble continued to flare up in several areas. Hence, Jinnah, who ‘emphasised this point repeatedly’,37 directed Khuhro to reassure the Hindus of their safety and to take whatever steps were required to ensure that they did not migrate en masse from Sindh, the only province in West Pakistan where there was a considerable Hindu population left.

The ‘hostage principle’ – the idea of minorities as ‘hostages’ – was not a new one. Once the concept of Pakistan had begun to be taken seriously, the problem of minorities had raised its head. In the early 1940s, it was assumed by many that the presence of large minorities in divided India and Pakistan would automatically ensure that they would be not be mistreated, for fear of corresponding reprisals in the other country. The ‘hostage principle’ also seemed to have acquired considerable – though unofficial – popularity among members of the Congress. According to Maulana Azad, at the AICC meeting held on 14 June 1947, when the Congress members from Sindh vehemently opposed the Partition resolution, they were given private assurances by leading Congressmen that if they faced any communal injustice in Pakistan, revenge would be taken on Muslims in India.38 Immediately after this meeting, J. B. Kripalani had also urged the founding of a joint committee to explore the matter of minority rights in areas that would be the future India and Pakistan.

Shortly after this, at a public meeting held in Bombay on 8 July 1947 (which was also attended by Dr Choithram Gidwani), S. K. Patil, the president of the Bombay Provincial Congress Committee, had declared:

Once freedom is won, we shall pursue the policy of ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ for the defence of the rights and liberties of the minorities in Pakistan. Every drop of non-Muslim blood unjustly shed in the Pakistan territories will be avenged… If the Hindus and Sikhs in Pakistan continue to be molested we shall definitely retaliate.39

At a public level there was a great hue and cry made over Patil’s overtly communal and violent views, given the Congress’ commitment to secularism and non-violence, and he was obliged to retract his words shortly afterwards. Apart from the Congress and the Muslim League, the ‘hostage principle’ would also be recognised by the general muhajir public, but only after it had become too late.

Minorities in Pakistan 

Sindh’s experience of Partition, apart from the relatively diminished degree of communal violence, was unique in the treatment of its minorities by the state in various ways, through omissions as well as commissions. After Independence, it was only in Sindh that a substantial Hindu minority remained to be discriminated against, since communal violence in the other West Pakistan provinces – Punjab, Baluchistan and the Frontier – had resulted in their being largely emptied of Hindus and Sikhs. 

Certain legislative measures taken by the Sindh government – such as the regulation of mortgages and transfers of agricultural land – were indeed justified (and, in fact, overdue) and the Hindus bore the brunt of these measures precisely because they had, until then, exercised dominance in these spheres disproportionate to their numbers. Other measures – such as establishing ration shops on a communal basis or the fixing of a communal ratio (70:30 in favour of Muslims) for the appointment of teachers, fellows and members of the senate of the proposed Sindh University – were intended to address a genuine socioeconomic imbalance, but were not quite the appropriate means to achieve equality. In the instance of the ration shops, it was soon found that Hindus wanting to set up shops merely took out licences in the dummy names of Muslims. The suggestions proposed for the Sindh University allowed communal ratios to blindly supersede Hindu merit and the long history of Hindu financial support for education in the province.

Still other measures – such as the extremely arbitrary discrimination against Hindu junior government employees; open preference for Muslims in government jobs; dismissal of Hindus in senior government posts; the requisitioning of empty or near-empty property left behind by Hindus who had departed only temporarily; the censorship of Hindu press which was critical of the government – were clearly prejudicial to Hindus. A blind eye was turned to the searches and seizures of the property of emigrating Hindus undertaken either by the Muslim National Guards or by government officials themselves, who found themselves given unparalleled opportunities for illicit gain.

The transfer of power from the British to a completely new regime, the arrival of vast numbers of refugees alien to the province, the departure of a section of the Hindus – all these brought about a drastic transformation in the society, economy and politics of Sindh, which necessitated, as the historian David Gilmartin phrases it, the symbolic and moral reconstitution of society. 

[…] once the Pakistan idea was fixed onto a particular piece of territory, the moral meaning of the politics of place was undone. It was not simply that many Hindus and Muslims were left on the wrong sides of the lines that partitioned India’s territory. It was rather that local communities had, in a sense, to be symbolically and morally reconstituted (as the relations between individuals and moral symbols were themselves transformed) in order to find a place in the larger territories of which they were now a part. And violence, long an instrument of moral negotiation in the local context, became in many instances the chief instrument by which this process was carried out.40

This moral reconstitution of society in Sindh, in the aftermath of Partition, was no exception. 

To a large extent, Hindus in Pakistan were indeed more sympathetic to India than to Pakistan, and this was primarily due to two reasons. First, the recent freedom struggle in which a section of the Sindhi Hindus had played a role had brought about a sense of patriotism towards the idea of India as a nation. Second, the Muslim League high command had always projected the idea of Pakistan as a homeland for the Muslims of the subcontinent; they had remained silent on the subject of minorities until the eleventh hour. During the entire duration of the Pakistan movement, they had made no movement towards rapprochement of the minorities that were expected to remain in the areas that would become Pakistan, and had indeed been overtly hostile towards Hindus and Sikhs in particular. As a result, minorities in West Pakistan did not feel included in the new nation-state. As Parsram Tahilramani pointed out, the Sindh government’s claims of equality and protection to minorities mattered little, if the Pakistani public felt otherwise.

The Hindus and Sikhs in Pakistan were, in effect, a ‘microcosm in reverse’ of the Muslims in India. Yet the Muslim League high command was unable to look past their personal experience as a Muslim minority in undivided India, and to address the problems inherent in any heterogeneous democracy which inevitably will create political minorities. It was this fundamental lapse that contributed significantly to the Muslim League high command’s disregard for the minorities of Pakistan when it was eventually formed, more so than the atmosphere of communal discord that had prevailed in the 1940s, or the suddenness of the establishment of Pakistan. This lapse was also responsible for the spectacular failure on the part of the Muslim League to fulfil what it had originally set out to do: to safeguard the interests of the Muslims in the Muslim-minority provinces of India. India’s Muslims continue to outnumber Pakistan’s, and their problems remained unaddressed by the Muslim League after the creation of Pakistan.
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CHAPTER 6

Sudden Blood

Violence in Hyderabad

On 6 December 1947, communal violence broke out in Ajmer, precipitated by an argument between Sindhi Hindu refugees and local Muslims in the Dargah Bazaar. The violence spread to other parts of the town, leaving about 9 killed and 50 injured. The military and the police then patrolled the streets of the town. Ajmer remained tense for a couple of days and then relapsed into normalcy which was, however, short-lived. On 14 December, communal violence flared up again, with looting, arson and stabbing, despite the presence of the police and the military. This time, the violence continued for two more days bringing the death toll to about 60 and injuring about 100, with mostly Muslim casualties. 

The news of this second spate of violence in Ajmer, together with rumours that Hindus had attacked the sacred dargah of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti in that town, travelled with Muslim refugees across the Thar desert via train to Hyderabad. On 16 December, Professor Narayandas Malkani, a staunch Gandhian and the president of the Inter-Dominion Minorities Board,1 sent an emergency telegram of warning to Nehru, reporting the arrival of the refugees from Ajmer, with their narratives of violence at the hands of Hindus, some of whom had been Sindhi, and apprehending ‘ugly repercussions’ especially in Hyderabad, where the train from Ajmer terminated. 

Barely two months earlier, in the third week of October, similar rumours about violence in Ajmer had reached Hyderabad. Then, the muhajirs had only threatened violence. This time, the worsened mood of the muhajirs in Sindh, combined with rumours of the dargah’s desecration, culminated in an anti-Hindu pogrom in Hyderabad on 17 December. 

Ramkrishin Hiranand Advani was a young man of 23 in 1947. Although he was a government employee, he also worked as a freelance journalist, contributing to several magazines and newspapers in Sindh. He recalls the last days of 1947 in his essay titled ‘Humanity Is Still Alive’:

It was December 1947. I was a shop inspector in Tando Allahyar, about 24 miles from Hyderabad (Sindh). I boarded the Qureshi Bus Service from there, and began my journey to Hyderabad. On a road outside Hyderabad we met a Sindhi Muslim bullock cart driver, who passed alongside our bus and shouted out, ‘All the vanias (he meant Hindus), get off. There have been riots in Hyderabad.’

His voice was lost in the wind, but the Hindus sitting in the bus, like me, felt their hearts lurch. Even though we had never witnessed a riot before this, the distressing stories of the riots of Punjab and Noakhali had created panic in our souls.

Even as our bus travelled at a high speed, racing against the wind, I wondered what to do. The next minute, I took out my diary, which had my name on it, from my pocket and threw it under the benches of the bus. And then I borrowed a Turkish cap from Abdul Rehman Khan, the young sugar trader from Tando Allahyar sitting next to me, and put it on my head. Apart from the Hindus in the bus, one aged Sindhi Muslim was also greatly frightened, and he was being reassured by his grandson, ‘Baba, there is no risk or fear for us Muslims. The muhajirs will not touch even a hair on the heads of us Momins, believers.’

When the bus approached the Phulaili railway crossing [outside Hyderabad city], we saw from afar that about 500-600 Muslim refugees with sticks and cudgels in their hands were running towards us. In the meantime, the train from Hyderabad to Ajmer passed by. It must have been about five in the evening. On the train, armed soldiers were standing [on the footboard] outside the carriages. Consequently, once they saw them, the goondas stopped and sat down. Our bus driver stopped the bus a short distance away and then, taking the crank key, got down and shouted out, ‘Beware of coming any closer.’ The sub-inspector of the police station at Chambar (his name was perhaps Qurban Ali), sitting in the bus, had a revolver with him, and he also got out and threatened the refugees that if any of them advanced, they would be shot. In the meantime, in the distance, from another road, the bus from Tando Alam-Mari arrived. The mob of muhajirs swarmed over it like black ants. The Hindus sitting inside jumped outside like terrified deer and ran helter-skelter trying to save their lives. The air resounded with the sky-rending slogans of ‘Allah-o-Akbar’ and as we watched, many innocent travellers were killed at the hands of the Pakistani goondas, just because they were Hindu. […] The Hindus sitting in our bus were terrified.

In the meantime, after the train had passed, the two leaders of the Muslim refugees who were talking to our bus driver Sikander and sub-inspector Qurban Ali, made a demand in very clear terms that the Hindus should get off the bus, otherwise the whole bus would be attacked. They said that a train filled with Muslim corpses had arrived in Hyderabad from Ajmer (in fact this was a rumour)2 and they wanted blood for blood. The refugees standing at a distance were also shouting that the Hindu women should be handed over to them. On witnessing this, all the Hindu travellers lost their courage. But I kept my wits about me. Courageously, I got out of the bus and went outside and stood near the leaders of the goondas, who were talking to the driver and the armed sub-inspector. I thought that they would attack the bus, so it would be comparatively safer to be outside the bus. Also, since I had the Turkish cap on my head, I thought that if they asked me my name, I would say Shaikh Rahimbaksh Hyderbaksh; this would match the initials on my shirt which had the English letters R.H. embroidered in red thread.

They say that the one who saves is more powerful than the one who kills. All of us Hindus were still fated to live. Because at that very moment, a taxi from Hyderabad crossed the Phulaili railway crossing, and came and stopped next to us. The blessed taxi driver, who was a Sindhi Muslim and whose name was Maulabaksh (or Allahbaksh), called out to the Hindus to come and sit in his taxi in order to save their lives. In all, 11 Hindus, including me, and two Sindhi Muslims jumped in and sat inside his taxi. The taxi sped off and took us back to Tando Allahyar.

The backseat of the taxi was stained with blood. A famous zamindar (whose name was perhaps Naraindas) who had been riding in the taxi and another person had been killed. The taxi driver had saved a third person and had taken him to the other side of the railway crossing. 

Some people got off at Nasarpur on the road to Tando Allahyar, and that left us; we returned to Tando Allahyar and heaved a sigh of relief.

Hats off to the heroic taxi driver who didn’t ask us for any money. If he had wanted, he could have demanded a princely sum. But he did not do so. Whatever anyone gave him, he accepted quietly. Nevertheless, I wrote a letter to my family, and told the driver that if he informed them of my well-being, they would give him a gift of Rs 25.

Once I reached Tando Allahyar, I informed the mukhtiarkar [revenue official] about the riots, and he called the police inspector, Mr Sharif Khan over and put the town under curfew.

A couple of other Hindu civil servants and I went and stayed with the chief officer of Tando Allahyar, Shri Gulabrai Kripalani. I made many attempts to send a message via telephone to my family in Hyderabad, but this was all in vain, because the rioters had cut the phone lines and had disabled the system. Finally after five days, my friend Rasulbaksh Talpur came in his car from Hyderabad to Tando Allahyar. He was a captain in the [Muslim] National Guard. He had a revolver with him and he had a permit to move around during curfew. When we passed through the Phulaili area, the police were checking houses; they had made stockpiles of several sticks, cudgels and brickbats and had kept them outside! It was obvious that the riots had been pre-planned and that the news of the train from Ajmer filled with Muslim corpses was just a false rumour. […]

The day I reached Hyderabad was the same day that Maulabaksh came to my house to deliver the good news of my safety. He had been unable to come earlier due to the curfew. But alas! At that time there was not even a rupee in the house. From among the friends and relatives who were leaving Sindh and going to India (and who had been staying in our house), an ungrateful person had stolen the entire sum of Rs 3,000 that was kept in the house. Even then, my mother didn’t lose her patience. I went and took a loan of Rs 25 from Dadi Gomi who used to live behind our house, and gave it to Maulabaksh with thanks.

Even today when the memory of this incident comes to mind, I feel that there are good and bad people in every community. A Muslim who saved my life, and a Hindu who looted our house in exchange for a good turn. Humanity is still alive. If Maulabaksh had wanted to, he could have taken advantage of the opportunity and taken a hefty sum from us on the spot. But this man of Allah did not do so, he had some humanity in him, he did his duty.

Maulabaksh! My namaskar to you. Sir! Wherever you may be, may you be happy, may you be joyful, may you be prosperous! By your act, you have shown that He is truly Rab al-Aalmeen, god of all the worlds, and not just Rab al-Suleman, god of the Muslims.3

Other Sindhi Hindus from Hyderabad and its environs also recall the violence clearly. Lakhmichand Bahirwani was then a young boy of 15, living in Tando Jam, a small town quite close to Hyderabad. According to Lakhmichand Bahirwani, it was common practice for people living in Tando Jam to visit Hyderabad daily. On 17 December, Bahirwani’s cousin Tarachand was returning from Hyderabad to Tando Jam in the car of his relative, Naraindas Rupani, the president of the Tando Jam municipality. With them was Rupani’s brother-in-law, dressed in a dhoti, and the Hindu driver, wearing a Pathani salwar-kurta. On the outskirts of Hyderabad, the car had to stop at the Phulaili railway crossing, where it was surrounded by muhajirs. When questioned, the driver claimed that they were all Muslims, and the crowd believed him because of his Pathani attire. Then they noticed the man in the dhoti. Although Naraindas Rupani was carrying a revolver with him, he was so terror-stricken that he simply froze. He, his brother-in-law and Tarachand Bahirwani were dragged out of the car and beaten to death with sticks from a cart of firewood nearby. Their bodies were taken in a taxi to the hospital, where they were declared dead on arrival. The Hindu driver continued to masquerade as a Muslim and so lived to tell the tale.4

Violence had also spread to the city of Hyderabad. Pritam Varyani was then a youth of 19, very active in the local Rashtra Seva Dal, the youth wing of the Congress. Pritam Varyani recalls the fateful day of the Hyderabad violence:

When the trouble started, I had gone to Chodki Ghitti to buy curd. Suddenly, I heard people shouting, ‘Chal gayi, chal gayi, chal gayi! It’s started, it’s started, it’s started!’ I could not understand what ‘chal gayi’ meant. Immediately the shutters of all the shops came down and everybody vanished. The curd vendor also disappeared. I could not comprehend what was happening. Now, violence erupted. Some muhajirs and extremist Sindhi Muslims came together and ordered me to join them.

Oddly enough, I had a hunch that day that I ought to wear a Jinnah cap. It is why I am still alive today, to tell this tale. In the meanwhile, my brother had come to Chodki Ghitti to call me back home. The mob thought that he was Hindu but that I was Muslim.

‘Maaro saale ko, maaro kaafir ko! Kill the wretch, kill the infidel!’ they shouted. My brother ran, and I ran behind him. They thought I was chasing him, and shouted at me, ‘Catch him, catch him!’ Somehow, both of us managed to get home and lock the door.

At night, the same people came to our lane to make trouble. We were saved, but many Hindus were killed. 

My father had been ready to migrate for a while. But each time he’d broach the issue, I would start crying, ‘I will not leave my country.’ My father and I had fought over this several times. 

Now, my father became adamant: ‘If we stay on here, either we will have to become Muslims or we will be killed.’ Circumstances had altered. Since I had witnessed violence myself, I agreed to migrate.5

Iqbal Mirza is the grandson of Mirza Kalichbeg, the renowned Sindhi scholar and writer. His family had always been part of Sindh’s elite: Kalichbeg’s father, Mirza Faredoonbeg, was a minister to the Talpur Mirs, and Mirza Kalichbeg himself was a deputy collector, apart from being a prolific writer. The Mirzas had their own mohalla, their neighbourhood, consisting of several interlinked houses within an old fort at Tando Thoro, a suburb of Hyderabad. Outside the fort was a small bazaar where several Hindus lived. The Hindu children went to the same school as the Mirzas. Iqbal Mirza, then a young boy of about 14, recalls that several Hindus took shelter in the Mirza mohalla, some in the main houses, and some in the otaqs or guest houses. Since Tando Thoro was outside the purview of the curfew immediately installed in Hyderabad, the mohalla was soon surrounded by muhajirs, who had realised that Hindus were being harboured inside. Several of the Mirzas were shikar aficionados and possessed guns. Some of them came up to their terrace and fired shots in the air. One of Iqbal Mirza’s cousins, who was a public prosecutor, made a telephone call, calling the army to Tando Thoro to disperse the rioters.6

What happened in Hyderabad during December 1947 was not new in many respects; this was only the latest chapter in the long saga of Partition-related ‘revenge’. In the words of J. B. Kripalani:

It is not that many innocent lives are lost. What has affected me is the sight that our religions are being degraded. Both the communities have borrowed from each other the worst instrument of violence, so that in the latest communal frenzy more cruel and heartless things have been done than at any previous time. In every fresh communal fight the most brutal and degraded acts of the previous fight are the norm. Thus we keep on degrading each other, and all in the name of religion.7

The violence on Direct Action Day on 16 August 1946 resulted in more Muslim than Hindu casualties in Calcutta. The notion of ‘retaliation’ or ‘reprisal’ had triggered off violence against Hindus in Dacca and other parts of Bengal from August through October, as well as massacres of Hindus in Noakhali and Tippera (in East Bengal) in October. These had in turn elicited ‘retaliatory’ violence against Muslims in Bihar and the United Provinces shortly after. Even in Punjab, there had been numerous instances of retaliatory attacks and, as Kripalani put it, the nadir of the previous communal violence became the norm for the next. 

Yet, this notion of ‘retaliation’ was only an ostensible reason for communal violence; at best it was merely a trigger which inflamed existing local communal animosities and resentments. In Hyderabad, there was a high degree of discontent among many of the newly arrived muhajirs, in sore need of housing and livelihood, and this discontent was vented on the Hindus of the city.

In all, 19 Hindus were injured in the Hyderabad violence, and at least 37 were killed. K. R. Malkani, the RSS worker, was in Hyderabad at the time and visited the civil hospital morgue, where he found 37 corpses.8 There was also at least one case of arson.

The Sindh government again took swift action: installing a long curfew in Hyderabad, cancelling trains and arresting about 200 muhajirs. Hindus living in predominantly Muslim areas were shifted out. It was publicly announced that the holy shrine at Ajmer was perfectly safe and had at no time been in danger (but as a precautionary measure, a police picket had been installed at the main gate of the dargah). The inspector-general of police, A. W. Pryde, and Premier Khuhro both rushed to Hyderabad. There, Khuhro held conferences with muhajir leaders and warned them that the police had been issued orders to shoot at sight if trouble were to recommence. Khuhro also met with Hindu leaders in Karachi; he categorically stated that he did not want the remaining Hindus to migrate and assured them that the government would maintain peace in the province at all costs.

The Congress Rethinks Its Stance

Although curfew was lifted after a week and Hyderabad returned to normal, the spate of violence had been a rude shock for the Sindhi Hindus of that city. They had considered Hyderabad as their stronghold, a city that they truly dominated, the cultural capital of Sindh, unlike Karachi which, although Hindu-dominated, was more cosmopolitan.

On 25 December 1947, about a week after the violence, the Sindhi Hindus of Hyderabad held a meeting at the Gursangat Darbar, which included leading Hyderabadis such as Ghanshyamdas Jethanand, Narayandas Malkani and Mukhi Mangharam. It was decided at this meeting that the Hindus of Hyderabad would leave Sindh en masse, and a deputation was appointed to meet the Sindh government to request them to make facilities for evacuation.

As a result of the steadily deteriorating communal situation in Sindh, Dr Choithram Gidwani and other senior Sindh Congress leaders such as Ghanshyamdas Jethanand paid several visits to the Congress high command in Delhi over the last few months of 1947, and the latter was apprised of circumstances in Sindh. (It should be noted that there was a similar awareness about the simultaneously deteriorating communal situation in the princely state of Bahawalpur, immediately to the north of Sindh.) They tried hard to impress upon the Congress high command that the Hindus in Sindh were being treated as second class citizens and that the Congress government should arrange for their evacuation in a planned fashion. 

J. B. Kripalani had also petitioned Gandhi similarly at the end of September 1947.9 The Sindhi Congress leaders were given a flat refusal at that stage. Although Gandhi had acknowledged that the situation in Sindh was ‘distressing’, he had rebuked the Sindhi Congress leaders for ‘deserting’ the Hindus in Sindh and had instructed them to return to their home province, where he felt there was great need for them, and that they should ‘die if need be’.10

The Sindhi Congress leaders, however, continued their campaign to convince the Congress high command of the need to evacuate Hindus from Sindh. In November 1947, they also published a pamphlet titled ‘Why the Exodus From Sind?’ authored by Parsram Tahilramani, general secretary of the Sind Assembly Congress Party. This document purportedly outlined the difficult conditions under which Hindus were living in Sindh, and claimed that Hindus were leaving Sindh because the Muslim League-run Sindh government was ‘deliberately and more or less systematically pursuing with breakneck speed a policy of ruthless suppression of the Hindus of Sindh.’11 But, according to one source, this pamphlet was so controversial that it was banned by the Government of India lest it fan communal animosities.12

Today it is estimated that Partition created at least 15 million refugees; these figures were daunting to both the Indian and the Pakistani governments, who were struggling to find their feet after Independence, that too just two years after World War II. Vast numbers of refugees, who had to be resettled and rehabilitated, were a mammoth problem. Very soon, refugees found that they were not welcome. In the words of the historian Yasmin Khan:

Overstretched provincial ministries across India and Pakistan dug in their heels and tried to resist taking responsibility for refugees. Across South Asia the provincial governments panicked at the prospect of absorbing trainloads of refugees, especially at a time of endemic food shortages and fragile social peace. They had to be cajoled, bribed and ordered to take responsibility for quotas of displaced. The [United Provinces] government steadfastly resisted the arrival of refugees in 1947 and attempted to seal the state borders. In Gujarat, the government announced that it would not be giving any aid to itinerant Gujarati traders coming ‘home’ from areas that now lay in Pakistan, although many of them had been away from Gujarat for generations.13

It was not only provincial ministries that baulked at the idea of hosting large numbers of refugees. Princely states, which had initially been extended a warm welcome to Hindus and Sikhs from Pakistan, soon found themselves inundated with refugees. By the end of September 1947, the state of Bhopal asserted that if refugees continued to pour in, the government would have to resort to legal measures to block the inflow; around the same time, the state of Mewar also banned the entry of refugees into Udaipur city. (Only a few months later – in early February 1948 – the state of Gwalior would also proclaim, through a press advertisement, that it could not cope with the ‘abnormal influx’ of refugees, and so had ‘taken steps to ban the entry of refugees in its territory.’)14 Both the Indian and Pakistani central governments also actively discouraged mass migration. 

However, the terrible violence in Punjab from March through November 1947 had resulted in a mass exodus of Hindus and Sikhs from West Punjab and of Muslims from East Punjab. These refugees, and their recent ordeal, elicited much sympathy – at least initially – from both the Indian government and the general public. Against this climate of great sympathy for the Hindu and Sikh victims of the violence in Punjab, the Indian government had no choice but to arrange for their organised evacuation, and the two dominions of India and Pakistan finally entered into an agreement for the transfer of population between the two Punjabs in early September.

Santdas Khushiram Kirpalani, who had been commissioner of the canal colonies in the Punjab prior to Partition, had been elevated to the position of defence secretary in the new Indian government. However, he did not occupy this post for long. At a cabinet meeting held shortly after the first Inter-Dominion Conference at Lahore on 30 August 1947, Nehru appointed Kirpalani as secretary of the ministry of refugees (later relief and rehabilitation), and Kshitish Chandra Neogy as minister. Kirpalani and Neogy were informed that while there were vacant rooms in the North Block of the central government secretariat, they would have to fend for themselves. Kirpalani recalls:

Mr. Neogy and I walked and walked through the maze of the rambling corridors of the immense block and came upon a row of six vacant rooms without a stick of furniture. One of the adjoining rooms was locked. It contained a lot of tables and chairs. Someone vouchsafed the information that the stuff had been segregated under the award of the Partition Committee for division of office equipment between the two Dominions. Under my instructions, this man forced open the door and I helped lug a dusty table and two chairs to the adjoining room. Mr. Neogy and I sat on opposite sides of the table in this bizarre setting and we shook hands. I said, ‘Sir, I am reporting that the Ministry of Refugees is officially in business.’ At that instant began a heart-breaking assignment and a heart-warming association.15

Later Kirpalani would expand the ministry to about 200 members in less than a week, most of the staff employed being refugees themselves.

On 18 November 1947, K. C. Neogy, the minister for relief and rehabilitation, clearly spelt out that the Indian government’s policy was to discourage mass migration from one province (of undivided India) to another, with the exception of Punjab.16 In Sindh, however, there had been relatively little physical violence against Hindus until the Hyderabad pogrom in December 1947. There was a perception among the Congress high command, which filtered down to various echelons of government, that only those refugees who had suffered from violence were genuine refugees, deserving of sympathy. This is highlighted, for example, in the definition of ‘refugee’ according to the U.P. [United Provinces] Refugee Registration and Movement Act, 1947: ‘a person who has migrated into the state in consequence of communal disturbances from the area which now constitutes Pakistan’.17 As a result, the Indian government was initially reluctant to see refugees from Sindh in the same light, since it was acknowledged that Sindh had not witnessed the same degree of communal violence, and Hindus who had fled from there were perceived as ‘cowards’. According to Meghna Guhathakurta, who works in the area of gender rights and minority rights in South Asia: 

Violence is not always to be measured by outward acts of murder, looting or abduction […] Violence typifies a state where a sense of fear is generated and perpetrated in such a way as to make it systemic, pervasive, and inevitable […] In the many communal riots which both preceded and followed the Partition, it was the fear of being persecuted, dispossessed, not belonging, rather than actual incidents of violence, that caused many to flee. In many cases this fear was deliberately generated, for example by leaflets or newspaper reports, the sources often being rumours or the mere example of seeing your neighbours leave […] Fear is less derived from actual acts of violence than it is from perceptions of violence.18

Recognising only victims of physical violence as deserving of sympathy was the Congress’ excuse to not look at the Sindhi Hindu predicament squarely in the eye. A similar situation prevailed in East Bengal where, as the historian Joya Chatterji reports:

In Nehru’s view, and this was typical of the Congress High Command, conditions in East Bengal did not constitute a grave and permanent danger to its Hindu minorities. It was convenient for Delhi to regard their flight westwards as the product of fears, mainly imaginary, and of baseless rumours, rather than the consequence of palpable threats to life, limb and property.19

Only those who could prove that they had fled communal violence directed against themselves personally were regarded as ‘genuine’ victims of Partition and therefore as proper refugees entitled to protection (in however small measure) from the Indian state.20

According to Kamla Hiranand, although her uncle J. B. Kripalani had told Hindus to stay on in August 1947, he found the level of communal discrimination in Sindh worse when he returned in December, the same year. Now he acknowledged that it would be difficult for Hindus to live in Sindh, and promised to talk to Gandhi to garner Congress support for their evacuation to India. Dr Choithram Gidwani, who was then in Delhi, sent a telegram to Ghanshyamdas Jethanand asking him to join him there. A deputation of these Sindhi Congress leaders visited Gandhi and apprised him of the circumstances in Sindh, and requested him to prevail upon Nehru to arrange for the evacuation of Hindus.21

It was only after this crucial meeting with Gandhi at the end of December 1947, with sustained and strong lobbying by the Sindhi Congress leaders – and after the Hyderabad pogrom – that the Congress high command in Delhi began to reconsider its stance on the migration of Hindus from Sindh. On 30 December 1947, Gandhi remarked in his post-prayer speech that ‘no Hindu or for that matter any non-Muslim could today remain in Sindh, and feel safe.’ According to him, the only way to retain or regain the confidence of the minorities was for the Pakistan government to lift its restrictions placed on the emigration of non-Muslims. A few days later, on  4 January 1948, Vallabhbhai Patel asserted: ‘We have to take out Hindus and Sikhs from Sind, for despite all assurances of protection they cannot remain there for a day. Those assurances are empty words.’22

The change in the Congress’ stance would be underscored in a matter of days by events in Karachi.

Muhajir Unrest

The numbers of muhajirs entering Sindh had swelled to a torrent. In mid-September 1947 there had been 500 refugees entering Karachi every day; by the end of November, this number had increased to 1,000 or 2,000. 

By December 1947, Karachi, which had been a Hindu-dominated city for the last two centuries, had become completely dominated by Muslims in the span of merely four months. Many of them, as refugees, had undertaken gruelling journeys to reach their beloved Pakistan. Trains coming to Sindh from the north were completely packed with barely any standing room in the compartments, and muhajirs sitting on the roofs of the carriages. Given the carnage on the trains in Punjab, some muhajirs often preferred to take long and circuitous voyages by ship. The Pakistani politician, diplomat and author, Shaista Ikramullah tells us that she took nearly one week to sail from Calcutta to Karachi in September 1947, because the violence in Punjab had brought train traffic to a temporary halt in northwest India.23 Here is an excerpt from Mozaffer Hussain Naqvi’s account of his ‘nightmarish voyage’ from Bombay to Karachi:

Unpromising Journey

Of late distances have increased and travelling difficulties multiplied in India. The straight route is now the last route to be taken. A man coming from Bihar, for instance, has to travel three hundred and odd miles east before his journey to the west commences. Patna to Calcutta, Calcutta to Bombay (via Nagpur), Bombay to Karachi by sea is the only route left for Muslims migrating from Eastern India. Food and coolie rates are higher than they were during the war, but with the fleeing Muslims money is no consideration, so long as there is a coin left in the bottom of the purse. I met a man on the Bombay platform who had spent all that he had and was still at a distance of over four hundred miles from Karachi.

The Bombay station platform is a refugee camp with a difference; refugee and transit camps are organised whereas this one was man-and-God forsaken. There were men and women of all classes who had been lying there for days, and some for weeks, without a bath, without change and without privacy. The only thing that sustained them was the hope that someday they might get passage to Karachi.

The sale of ship’s ticket [sic] is a regular scandal. Boats leave Bombay almost every alternate day but the scarcity of tickets is always the same. You would expect a booking office somewhere, but it is simply not there. There is an open place in a corner of the station building where two men sit on the floor and issue tickets on permits. There are no chairs, no tables, and I am not sure that they do not use their own pens. 

In that crowd of dissatisfied and grumbling emigrants there were officials on transfer to Pakistan too. For a while, when they alighted from the train, they felt superior to others. They came expecting better treatment. But the first hour on the platform convinced them that no one knew what to do with them. Then like everyone else they receded into the crowd and settled down to wait patiently for their turn; and then there were more new-comers.

On the first floor of the station building there is a rest room which was being used as an office by the officers deputed by the Pakistan Government to supervise the distribution of tickets. Most of them were stolid and indifferent men who seemed pleased with themselves and with life. The only officer who was helpful was a Hindu.

The room was mobbed twice in an hour.

I started for Karachi on the second day of my arrival in Bombay, leaving the crowd behind. Their existence seemed a pity.

In the Bowels of the Ship

The next morning I was in another crowd, and the most dreadful stage of the journey began. Nothing but insecurity of life could justify such a voyage and absolutely nothing can justify a repetition of it. 

The [Alexandra] dock presented a sight which made one’s heart sink. For hours on end the surging crowd that had reached the dock at about sunrise was kept back from the ship. In the increasing heat children fainted, women fainted and men shouted angrily, but the gangplank was still barred. It was criminal, the way they treated the passengers on the quay that day. At two in the afternoon, the gangplank was at last opened, and there was more crying and more misery. 

Like ants, the crowd spread out on the deck, and the rest went to the lower decks. Another two hours of avoidable misery passed, while human beings stewed in the bowels of the ship.

I think it was a BISN ship, the Shirala, which has been doing unusually brisk business during the recent months. I was told that the normal capacity of the ship is a thousand passengers whereas we were four thousand, at least. Literally every inch of space was occupied. You could not move, there was no room, you could not stretch yourself, there was not room; you could only sit and wonder for two days and two nights what that mass of humanity had done to deserve so much suffering. As for the women, the less said the better. From that point of view the voyage was a thorough disgrace.

Everyone was annoyed with himself and with everyone else. Tempers were constantly high; everyone behaved like a wedding guest. 

After full sixty hours, instead of the usual forty, Karachi was sighted on the third day. The air resounded with shouts of ‘Allah o Akbar’ as the Pakistan flag went up the ship’s mast, and the last ounce of energy was spent. Four hours later the last passenger left the deck. After a nightmarish voyage we reached Karachi, more dead than alive. We had come ashore ‘from the sea,’ but ‘home’ was eighteen hundred miles behind.24

If voyages to Pakistan by sea were ‘nightmarish’, muhajirs travelling by train, by the safer route via Jodhpur, were also subjected to ordeals. Many muhajirs – including central government employees who had opted for Pakistan – languished at the Victoria Terminus railway station in Bombay, squatting on the platforms, for want of tickets. Bribes were paid to get tickets out of turn, and those with some influence managed to get tickets issued secretly at midnight.25 On arrival in Karachi, their troubles did not cease. With nowhere to go, they squatted on the railway platform again, and were likely to be turned out onto the streets.26

Even the illegal practice of forcible occupation of Hindu houses by muhajirs was no guarantee for their future. As Vazira Zamindar reports, these muhajirs were then obliged to submit an application for that house to be allotted to them. However, if another muhajir had already made an application for that very house, he would be allotted the house, and the muhajir who had forcibly occupied the house would shortly be evicted by the first applicant.27

Life in the refugee camps was also extremely difficult, and continued to be so for several years. Baqar Mehdi was a boy of nine when he came to Karachi from Agra in September 1947. Initially, he and his family lived at the Haji Camp for a few months before they were able to move to a rented flat. In this congested camp, seven to eight muhajirs were crammed into each tent. They were only provided accommodation; they had to fend for themselves for food. In Baqar Mehdi’s words, ‘There were about 1,000 or 1,500 people in a place meant for 300 or 400 people so you can imagine what it was like.’28

The conditions of the refugee camps did not improve with time. The Bengali leader, H. S. Suhrawardy, describes the ‘appalling’ state of a camp for muhajirs at a disused locomotive workshop in Sukkur in 1950, where at the peak of summer, muhajirs were lying in the open, in the absence of any shade. Covered locomotive sheds were like ovens even after sundown. There was a grand total of two water taps for 2,000 refugees, but one of these was not working. Several muhajirs, mostly children and infants, died every day.29

Muhajirs came from not only different parts of India, but also different backgrounds. While some were central government employees who had opted for Pakistan, others were affluent, notably the Muslim elite of cities like Delhi and Lucknow. However, there were also a large number of destitute muhajirs, who needed to be accommodated and rehabilitated. The Sindh government had set up a cabinet sub-committee and appointed two officers to supervise their rehabilitation. The Bengali statesman, Fazlur Rahman, was appointed as refugee minister by the Pakistan government. With Karachi stretched beyond its capacity – the city had already been reported as ‘saturated’ by late July 1947 – the government now seriously considered the resettlement of muhajirs in tented camps outside Karachi, such as Landhi. Refugees were also sent further afield, to areas such as Hyderabad, Nawabshah and Mirpur Khas. The government was aware that it would not be possible to find employment for such a large number of refugees. It was expected that a large number of livelihoods would be generated only in 1954, when the lower Sindh Barrage was due to come into operation. 

The general mood among the refugees worsened as the weeks went by. As mentioned earlier, Pakistan had been idealised – especially among the Muslims living as minorities in regions in Independent India – as a country where Muslims could expect a good standard of living as well as social justice and equality. In Shaista Ikramullah’s words, Pakistan was ‘the land of promise, the land of hope, the land for which thousands had sacrificed their lives and were still doing so.’30 But after coming to Pakistan, these refugees soon discovered this ideal to be a myth. Moreover, they found themselves living, often on footpaths, in Hindu-dominated cities, or in predominantly Hindu neighbourhoods, where a high degree of prejudice against both Muslims and non-Sindhis prevailed, and their very presence was frowned upon. 

At the time of Partition, Teji Bhojwani was a six-year-old girl living in the small village of Samaro, not far from Mirpur Khas, in the south of Sindh. She recalls, from a child’s perspective, Hindu suspiciousness towards muhajirs in the smaller towns and villages in Sindh:

In our neighbourhood, there were these people who had come, we used to call them panaahgir, meaning those Muslims who had migrated from Hindustan. 

We were scared of them. The panaahgirs would say, ‘Come, we are just like you, come and talk to us.’ They used to tell us children to come. 

‘Panaahgir means they will take you children away,’ our mother used to scare us. ‘Avoid them.’ 

Now their houses were right next to ours; how could we avoid them? If we had to go to the shop, we had to pass through that same lane. 

But the panaahgirs, mostly men who had come without their families, they were so nice, they used to shut their doors and sit inside.31

As mentioned earlier, the Sind Public Safety Ordinance had been passed in late September 1947 in Karachi city and the entire districts of Sukkur, Nawabshah, Tharparkar and Hyderabad, where large numbers of refugees were accommodated, with the specific intention of controlling refugee aggression. In October 1947, at least 52 muhajirs ‘suspected of a breach of peace in Karachi’ were deported from Sindh.32

Prices of consumer goods and essential commodities in Karachi – already in short supply due to World War II – had soared, nearly doubling and tripling their previous rates. Accommodation became more and more difficult, and forcible occupation of Hindu property continued unabated. In October 1947, the Sindh government appointed a special additional district magistrate to prevent the unauthorised occupation of houses. Refugees seeking accommodation flocked to the rent controller’s office, where the impoverished Sindh government imposed a stamp duty of Rs 2 on every application for housing.

The Sindh government, which had earlier given the muhajirs a warm welcome, had also become somewhat disenchanted with its role of hospitable host. For one, the sheer numbers of refugees had quite overwhelmed the Sindh government, which was in any case also struggling to establish the Pakistan government in Karachi. 

Second, the Sindh government believed – and resented – that a certain section of the refugee population were ‘idlers’ who expected to receive free food and accommodation without having to work towards their keep; there were even pauper ‘refugees’ who had come to Sindh from West Punjab. In late October 1947, the Sindh government issued a warning to these refugees, directing them to work for their living or face the consequences – expulsion from Sindh. Simultaneously, all district collectors were instructed to stop giving free food to refugees. This announcement was received very badly by the general Muslim public, and the Sindh government was forced to clarify that they would continue to feed those refugees who were physically incapacitated, women and children with no adult male relatives, and orphans. 

In addition, the Sindh government, perceiving an air of simmering disquiet, warned the muhajirs that they would be arrested if they attempted any communal bloodshed. A section of the lower class muhajirs were keenly aware that their accommodation problem would be solved to a great extent if the Sindhi Hindus chose to migrate to India and vacate their houses. These muhajirs now began to share the resentment, largely economic, that prevailed among the lower class Sindhi Muslims against the Sindhi Hindus. But these muhajirs also began to resent Sindhi Muslims, who were perceived as being ‘too soft’ on the Sindhi Hindus. They felt that if the Sindhi Muslims had been more aggressive and more vocally anti-Hindu, the Sindhi Hindus would have left in larger numbers much earlier, thus solving the muhajir housing problem. 

By extension, this resentment was also projected onto the Sindh government, which was not only taking steps to curb their outbursts, but also making efforts to retain the Hindu community; this was perceived as ‘the Hindu-appeasing policy’ of the government, and Hindus became ‘the focus of both anger and suspicion.’33 Consequently, the muhajir press – including prominent newspapers such as Dawn (in English) and Jang (in Urdu), both of which had moved from Delhi to Karachi – played a major role in stirring up sentiments among the incoming refugees against the Sindh government. 

In early November, there was a flare-up at the rent controller’s office, where some dissatisfied muhajirs tore office records, broke glass panes and attempted to attack the staff. According to Vazira Zamindar:

The Rent Controller’s Office became the focus of a great deal of dissatisfaction, since some felt it had become corrupt in the face of a demand for houses that exceeded supply. There were charges that only ‘those who bribe get a house’, and that in return for payoffs several allotment orders were being issued for a single house.34

Later in November, there were several incidents of policemen being attacked, when they tried to prevent the unauthorised occupation of Hindu property. When refugees turned violent once more at the rent controller’s office in late November 1947, the Sindh government took immediate steps to avert further violence: Refugees were directed to submit their housing applications to the office of the Muslim National Guards, who would forward them to the rent controller. A ban on carrying of weapons was imposed again in Karachi up to 31 December 1947.

On 5 December 1947, a conference was held by Pir Ilahi Baksh, the minister for refugee rehabilitation, N. A. Faruqui, Karachi’s district magistrate, and officials from the rent control office in order to discuss the accommodation of muhajirs in a super-saturated Karachi. It was decided that the refugees be sent to other towns in Sindh such as Sukkur, Shikarpur and Mirpur Khas, which could more easily absorb them. However, when lorries arrived at the Haji Camp to convey 4,500 muhajirs to Mirpur Khas, they were sent back empty. The muhajirs had no interest in being dispersed and settling in small obscure Sindhi towns. As Sri Prakasa tells us: 

The Muslim refugees who came to Sind presented a difficult problem inasmuch as they all wanted to be rehabilitated in cities. For Karachi, the situation was particularly annoying. The then Chief Minister of Sind told me that there were plenty of villages and small townlets which were lying vacant after the departure of Hindus. The Muslims who had come from India did not like to go there. They all wanted to be in Karachi itself. How could Karachi accommodate them all?35

A week later, on 12 December, about 500 muhajirs went on a rampage, attempting to forcibly occupy houses in Karachi, and attacking the house owners; the police made a handful of arrests and restored some houses to their lawful occupants. 

Arrests of muhajirs were now commonly made, and there were reports that these prisoners were being flogged.36 Even muhajir women, many of whom had been hitherto accustomed to purdah, were venturing out to forcibly occupy houses; the Karachi police were obliged to enrol women police to deal with these women refugees.

Some of the discontented muhajirs began to return to their original homes in India, including central government employees from various parts of India, who had provisionally opted for Pakistan. Sri Prakasa says that he felt sympathetic towards these returning Muslims, whom he perceived as Indian and therefore his charge (more than Hindus in Sindh, whom he viewed as Pakistani). In his view, they were ‘Muslims who in a fit of excitement or enthusiasm, had migrated to Pakistan, but who not finding any place there, were wanting to go back, the call of the home obviously being stronger than the call of religion or politics.’37

Sri Prakasa had a special soft spot for the Muslim sari weavers from his hometown of Varanasi, whom he saw as having no future in Pakistan since, according to him, Fatima Jinnah had ‘issued an edict that since the sari was the dress of Hindu women, no Muslim woman should wear it.’38 He arranged for many of them to receive permits to travel back to India, despite the annoyance that this allegedly evoked among a large section of the High Commission staff. (This phenomenon – of Muslims migrating to Pakistan and then returning to their hometowns in India – also prevailed in East Pakistan, from where many Muslims returned to West Bengal.39)

Although most muhajirs would ultimately settle down in Pakistan, creating new homes and political identities for themselves, their dissatisfaction in those months soon after Partition was soon to reach its nadir.
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CHAPTER 7

January 6

The Karachi Pogrom

Increasingly, a section of muhajirs began to realise that their problems of finding lebensraum in Pakistan could be easily solved if the Hindus of Sindh migrated en masse to India. The Sindh government, on the other hand, was not only making various attempts to curtail Hindu migration but was also simultaneously being strict with destitute muhajirs over the issue of Hindu property. This section of muhajirs felt that, given the lack of communal aggression among the Sindhi Muslims, and the centuries-old relatively peaceful relationship between Hindus and Muslims in Sindh, Sindhi Hindus would not migrate unless they were given a jolt. Hence it was decided to unleash violence on them, forcing them to leave for India. 

Sobho Gianchandani is a highly respected veteran communist leader, who chose not to migrate to India after Partition. Born into a landowning family in Larkana, he was educated at Shanti Niketan, and later jailed for his participation in the freedom struggle. In 1947, he was a young man of 28, working in Karachi. His narrative sheds some light on the genesis of the Karachi pogrom: 

At about 10 o’clock on the night of 5 January, some of us who worked in the trade union heard from a tailor comrade that in the Mauledina Musafirkhana some contemptuous maulvis had held a meeting in which it was decided to create a disturbance so that the vaanias would emigrate and leave behind their empty houses. Because the maulvis thought that the ‘shameless Sindhi Muslims’ were not ready to slaughter the Hindus!1

Sobho Gianchandani survived the Karachi violence thanks to the help and protection of his friend Shaukat Ali (the younger brother of Dr Kunwar Mohammad Ashraf, the well-known Indian communist leader and historian).

A group of muhajirs had been making these plans for a pogrom in Karachi since the communal violence in Hyderabad. The Congress worker, Kamla Hiranand, tells us that she had heard that their original plan was to initiate violence in Karachi on 12 January 1948.2 The Karachi police, getting wind of possible violence or crime, raided the Mauledina Musafirkhana, a travellers’ guest house, on  25 December 1947, arresting 12 muhajirs and confiscating their knives and daggers. Elsewhere in the city about six other criminals, mostly from Punjab, were also arrested. Again, in early January 1948, the Karachi police arrested 64 more ‘criminals and goondas’. According to Sobho Gianchandani, at a meeting at the musafirkhana on the night of 5 January, it was decided that the violence would take place the next day. 

In late December and early January, the tempo of migration of Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh had gained new momentum. After the violence in Hyderabad, many Hindus of that city had felt compelled to migrate to India. To add to this, the deterioration in Indo-Pakistan relations over the Kashmir issue had also compelled several Hindus across Sindh to migrate. About 30,000 Hindus had arrived in Karachi from various parts of Sindh, and were housed in dharamshalas while waiting for their passage to India. Almost 1,000 Sikhs from Karachi district were also brought to Karachi under armed escort, and were put up in gurdwaras; 10,000 other Sikhs awaited their transport from areas in the interior.

Against a backdrop of worsening relations between India and Pakistan, the annoyance of the muhajirs had been exacerbated by two news reports that came out on 6 January. The Sindh government had passed orders for the deportation or arrest of Maulana Abdul Quddus Bihari. The maulana, who had first arrived in Sindh from Bihar in late 1946, was a prominent muhajir leader. According to Vazira Zamindar, he worked as an ‘informer’ for the rent controller’s office, informing them about properties left behind by departing Hindus, or even properties owned and occupied by Hindu men whose families were in India. On occasion, he was also not above breaking into empty Hindu properties and installing his own lock on the door. Today he is still remembered among muhajirs in Pakistan as a champion of muhajir rights.3 Maulana Abdul Quddus Bihari had also played a prominent role in the recent violence in Hyderabad. Further, on the same day, the All India Radio had announced the news that the well-known Muslim League leader of Delhi, Dr Abdul Ghani Qureshi was sentenced to death for the murder of Dr N. C. Joshi, a well-known surgeon, in the communal violence in Delhi in September 1947. 

On 6 January, it so happened that about 184 Labana Sikhs arrived by train in Karachi from Northern Sindh on their way to India. They were supposed to be transported in police vans to the Akal Bhunga gurudwara in the Ratan Talao area of Karachi. According to Sobho Gianchandani, when these Labana Sikhs alighted at City Station, crowds began to gather. 

The situation deteriorated and people started shoving and pushing each other. The Congress MP, A. Krishnanand, who was in charge of the evacuation of Hindus and Sikhs, didn’t see police vans; so he hired tongas and hurriedly packed off the passengers on McLeod Road towards the Akal Bhunga in them. On the way, some passengers were dragged out of the tongas. Amid cries of: ‘Kill! Kill!’ approximately 100-150 Labana Sikhs entered the gurudwara.4

The Labana Sikhs managed to reach the Akal Bhunga gurudwara, but within two hours a vast number of muhajirs assembled on the grounds in front. The size of this crowd varies according to different estimates: 8,000 according to the district magistrate of Karachi; 25,000 according to another contemporary observer;5 1,25,000 according to Sobho Gianchandani. After some time, this crowd broke through the inadequate and mostly unarmed police cordons; they set the gurudwara on fire, and stabbed and killed the Sikhs inside.

Mangharam Karamchandani was a 15-year-old boy living in a large family in Karachi. He recalls the mayhem at Ratan Talao:

I was standing in the balcony of our house that morning. I saw some commotion going on in a gurudwara not far away from our house in the area called the Artillery Maidan. I could see people fighting and the Sardars from the gurudwara, armed with swords, trying to protect themselves, but very soon the gurudwara was set on fire and the Sardars were either running to save their lives or were lying dead on the ground. Then a mob of roughly 300 Muslims started moving in different directions to other parts of the city. About 80 Muslims came near our house, burning and looting houses on the way. The area was under a dark cloud. There was an Arya Samaj school next to Sobhraj Chetumal Hospital right across our house. There were about 100 families residing in that school that had come from smaller towns and were waiting for ways to get out of Karachi. Oh my God, I watched their massacre from the window of my house. This mob broke the gate and went inside and killed or injured the male members who tried to stand up to them. The mob stole women’s jewellery and everything these families owned. They then vanished in a couple of hours right before [our] eyes. Rioters took away whatever they could in tongas, cars, trucks, carts and even on their heads. […] People shouting, women screaming and children crying, while there were bloodied bodies lying everywhere. Before leaving, the rioters poured kerosene oil [and] petrol [onto] tyres and let the school burn. All of Karachi was on fire! Shops were looted and gutted. There was no police to protect anyone. My brother who worked in the jail was attacked on his way home; he managed to get one [red Turkish] cap for himself, to look like a Muslim and thus was able to reach home safely. Our family members took refuge with a Muslim neighbour who informed the mob leader that there was no Hindu family on this floor.6

The writer, Thakur Chawla, then a 16-year-old youth, lived with his family in their own five-storeyed building in Karachi. The family had an office on the ground floor, and lived in an apartment on the third floor; the other apartments were rented out. Since Chawla’s father had been the mukhi of their village, Ranipur, in Northern Sindh, many Hindus from Ranipur stayed in the Chawla home in Karachi before boarding a steamer to Bombay. Consequently, the ground floor office was filled with the luggage of these Hindus in transit. Thakur Chawla also recalls his experience of 6 January 1948: 

One morning, on 6 January, at around noon, there was great commotion on our street. Shouts and screams could be heard from the neighbouring buildings. I was about 15 or 16 at that time. Coming to the balcony, I saw looting and rioting outside. There were two trucks standing, and about 100 non-Sindhi Muslims – muhajirs – were four buildings away from us, where Dr Premchand used to live. They were looting things from that building and loading them onto the trucks. It was obvious that the Muslims who had migrated from [the United Provinces] and Bihar had come to rob and kill us. I immediately ran downstairs. The watchman, who was a bhaiya from Allahabad, was cooking daal in his quarters under the staircase, despite the great ruckus outside. I shouted at him, and got him to lock the metal grille door. I told him about what was happening outside, and quickly sent the women and children living in the four ground floor flats up to my house.

After about 10 or 15 minutes, the muhajir mob reached our building. Shouting ‘Allah-o-Akbar’ they made violent attempts to break the metal grille door. Seven or eight of us threw dispensable things from the office balcony, trying to prevent the mob from entering the building. Opposite were government servant quarters, where mostly Sindhi Muslims lived. They watched the spectacle quietly from their windows.

All the dispensable things that we had, as well as bits of wood left over from making furniture, were used up in a short while. Now the mob began to break the wooden doors of the ground floor flats; the inner latch of one of the doors broke, and the muhajirs were able to enter the building through this flat. I wanted to phone the police but the phone lines had already been cut. All the people I had gathered to fight ran away to their own homes. The guests, whose luggage had been crammed into our office, were hiding with their women and children on the terrace.

When the mob began to break down the door of our office, only three of us were left. My cousin Hardasmal, the watchman, and I. My cousin, who had eight trunks and two sacks full of utensils in our office, had steamer tickets for 7 January. When the muhajirs were about to break the inner latch of the door, my terrified cousin fell down in a dead faint. The watchman threw down his stick and went and hid in the bathroom.

I picked up the stick but I could not use it. Hefty muhajirs attacked me with knives and sticks. One beat me with a stick, one punched me with his fists, one hit my nose with a knife and one stuck a knife into my back. My clothes were drenched with blood. I shouted, ‘Police, police! Help, help!’ But there was no policeman. The four office rooms that had been crammed with luggage were emptied. Some trunks contained trousseaus for daughters, and some contained a lifetime’s savings for a new life in India. All the hopes and aspirations of those guests were buried then and there. They became paupers overnight.

After about two hours the police came. The wounded were taken to the hospital. The next day’s Sind Observer carried a list of those killed, and included my name, because there had been no hope for my survival. But, as luck would have it, a nurse who lived in our neighbourhood and worked in the civil hospital, happened to notice me, and through her efforts, I was able to get medical attention on time.7 

Yusuf Patel,* a well-known Pakistani stage and television actor, was a small boy of 13 when his upper middle class family moved from Nasik to Karachi in 1947. His father, a government servant, had opted for service in the Pakistan government. He had bought a house in Amil Colony No 1; Yusuf Patel lived in that house for the rest of his life. He recalls the Karachi pogrom from a Muslim child’s perspective:

The riots were very ordinary, no big deal. […] [During the riots] I even stole a book. You see, the mobs were stealing everything from everywhere – bedding and so much else. I went along with the crowd. In one house, I saw that there were a lot of books. I took a book, only one book.8

Like Yusuf Patel, not all those who were a part of the mobs were heartless fanatics. The writer Mohan ‘Kalpana’ was not at home when the Karachi pogrom occurred, but his mother and siblings were. He recalls:

Some mobs came to Ratan Talao to loot, and one even came to our house. One young man unsheathed his knife and entered our home. My mother told him, ‘Does Islam teach you to attack women and children? What will you achieve? Don’t touch my children. You can kill me, though.’ If I had been there, there might have been bloodshed, but I was at the office. I heard that my mother spoke with such confidence that the young man went away. He took away my white trousers hanging on a nail on the wall.9

The violence soon spread to all parts of Karachi where Hindus lived. From the narrow lanes of Gadi Khato to Frere Road and Burns Road to the upper class Jamshed Quarters and Amil Colonies, Hindus were surrounded, attacked, looted and sometimes murdered. Hindu strongholds such as the Arya Samaj near Ram Bagh, and Swaraj Bhavan (the Congress headquarters) at Ratan Talao, near the Akal Bhunga gurdwara were set on fire; the Ramakrishna Mission on Lawrence Road was attacked; a Hindu bazaar was also the target of arson later that night. The Hindu press was targeted; the offices of the Hindu and the Hindustan, of the Sansar Samachar and the Sind Samachar were attacked and vandalised.

The rioters were indiscriminate about whom they targeted; the car of 59-year-old Jamshed Nusserwanji Mehta, a doyen of Karachi and eight times over the mayor of the city, was surrounded and he was about to be attacked, when some Sindhi Muslim passers-by appealed to the rioters to let the Parsi gentleman go. 

For a few hours, large gangs of muhajirs roamed the city, often accompanied by empty trucks into which were thrown the spoils of the looting: clear proof that the violence was premeditated and organised. According to the narratives of both Thakur Chawla as well as Kamla Hiranand, the rioters had taken the precaution to cut telephone wires in several neighbourhoods before the violence started.10 It was later estimated that about Rs 1 crore worth of goods were looted. 

The Karachi pogrom however also saw numerous cases of individual large-heartedness and communal amity, where Hindus were saved by either Sindhi Muslims or by other muhajirs who hid them in their houses and/or lied about their presence in order to protect them from the mob – as the narratives of Sobho Gianchandani, Kamla Hiranand and several other Sindhi Hindus testify. The writer Motilal Jotwani tells us that he and his family were given protection by their Muslim landlord, Allahdino, who lied to the mob that they had already left for India. Jotwani’s father and Allahdino sang Kabir’s verses late into the night.11 Kala Shahani was deeply worried about her husband, Shanti Shahani, a Congress worker, when she heard that Congress House in Karachi had been set on fire. She too took refuge with her Muslim neighbours who made her wear a burqa to hide her Hindu identity. The night was passed with Kala and other Hindus reciting from the Bhagavad Gita and singing bhajans, and the Muslim neighbours reciting from the Quran Sharif.12 In some cases, such as Thakur Chawla’s, Sindhi Muslims did watch the violence as passive spectators. It is possible that they did not have the courage to intervene in the presence of a large mob and incur its wrath in the bargain.

In a few instances, where ministers of the Sindh government or the Pakistan government – such as Pir Ilahi Baksh, Ghulam Muhammad, Ikramullah, Zahid Hussain – happened to be travelling through the city, they themselves intervened to stop the brutality and arrest the perpetrators. When Premier Khuhro heard of the violence, he personally went into the city, armed with a gun, which he fired to scare the rioters away. Khuhro, despite his public statements, had several close Hindu friends, including Dingomal Ramchandani, a well-known lawyer. Dingomal’s son, Percy Ramchandani, then a teenage student of the D. J. Sind College, recalls that Pir Ilahi Baksh personally came to the college that day to take him home safely. He also recalls that Khuhro came to his home every day for the next few days to check on the family.13

By around 6 pm on 6 January, a 24-hour curfew was announced in the city (via loudspeakers on trucks) as well as orders to shoot at sight anyone breaking the curfew. The military which had reached Akal Bhunga by 2 pm, now patrolled the rest of the city. About 190 arrests were made. Hundreds of wounded were taken to various hospitals. 

On the next day, 7 January, there was another bout of looting of Hindu shops and houses in the morning. At 2 pm, curfew was lifted for two hours to enable people to obtain their daily provisions; at 4 pm curfew was reinstated till the next morning. The police and the military continued to patrol the city, shooting at the looters and arresting about 600 people; this figure would rise to 900 over the next few days. Fazlur Rahman, Pakistan’s minister for the interior, toured the riot-affected areas of the city, along deserted streets. Sobho Gianchandani recalls:

Anyway, my body was freed from the cage of that house at eight o’clock the next day; Kazi Mujtaba (who was the parliamentary secretary in the Sindh government and also the labour representative in the Sindh Assembly) arrived with a police van equipped with loudspeakers, and said, ‘Come, let us go through the whole city and call for peace.’

So on 7 January, we made speeches calling for peace and brotherhood at different times across half the city, under police protection. I still remember that we said, ‘Brothers! Jinnah sahib has proclaimed that minorities shall not only be treated justly, but with generosity. Don’t take the law into your own hands. Soon searches will be carried out. Therefore, whatever you have taken, return it to your neighbours.’

Touring the city, on the roads around Artillery Maidan, Burns Road, Bunder Road and Idgah Maidan, we could see clothes and belongings that had fallen out of thrown suitcases were being chewed by cows. In some places, we could also see corpses in nooks and corners, which perhaps the police had not been able to remove on the night of 6 January. […]

The 72-hour long curfew was lifted for a break of two hours. During this time, I walked down to the [Communist] Party and trade union headquarters. I saw that on Burns Road and on the road coming towards Pakistan Chowk and on Kutchery Road till Light House Cinema, shops had been broken into, looted and burnt, and people, taking advantage of the opportunity, had gathered around the shops to loot them again.

The second curfew lasted approximately 45 hours. During this time we toured all of Karachi in a police lorry. We heard stories of the barbarity of human beings. We heard about brutality and barbarity and we also heard about the angelic conduct of heroes who endangered themselves by giving refuge to their neighbours.14

There are no accurate and reliable figures for the casualties of the Karachi violence. According to Gianchandani’s estimate, the violence left about 1,100 dead and hundreds injured (including some Muslims who had been casualties of police firing), although the Sindh government claimed that the official figures were 122 dead and 219 injured. Seventeen refugee camps were set up, given military protection and supplied with food rations. The largest refugee camps were at the Hindu bastions of the D. J. Sind College and the Swaminarayan Temple. These camps were guarded, first by the military, and later by Muslim college students who were members of the University Training Corps (the forerunner of the National Cadet Corps).15 Hindus living in predominantly Muslim areas were brought to these camps by military trucks. Predominantly Hindu areas were given police protection. Hundreds of Hindus also went to take shelter at the Indian High Commission; Sri Prakasa was obliged to make arrangements to feed them all. At 10 pm, Jamshed Mehta took Sri Prakasa to the well-known shop of Chandu Halwai, where they able to get a full meal for 300 to 400 people at very short notice. According to Sri Prakasa, when he offered to pay for the food, even explaining that the expense would be borne by the Government of India, Chandu Halwai declined to accept any payment.16 

On 7 January, Khuhro made a public statement in which he laid the blame for the violence at the door of the Indian high commissioner, Sri Prakasa, who, he said, was responsible for their evacuation and so should have arranged a police escort for the Sikhs before their arrival in the city. He claimed that he had been against the departure of the Sikhs in the first place; he had only agreed to it reluctantly and that too on condition that they arrive in Karachi at night and be taken immediately to the docks. Also, the Karachi authorities were supposed to have been given due notice of their arrival, so as to arrange for adequate police protection. V. Vishwanathan, the deputy high commissioner, claimed in turn that there were pockets of Sikhs in Karachi district, and facilities for their evacuation had been stalled by the Sindh government on several occasions, ‘on pretexts succeeding one after the other’.17 Sri Prakasa later explained that a telegram had arrived at his office some days earlier, informing him of the arrival of the Sikhs, but since he had been travelling in India at the time, the junior attaché who received the telegram did not attach much importance to it and so had ignored it. 

On 9 January, an ailing Jinnah and his sister Fatima, accompanied by Khuhro and Kazim Raza, the inspector-general of police in Sindh, made a tour of the riot-affected localities, as also the muhajir refugee camps. Curfew was lifted at 9 am on 10 January. Barring several short breaks of two to four hours, this was the longest curfew – 90 hours – in Karachi’s history. Curfew continued to be imposed every night though, from 6 pm to 9 am for the next six days. 

The violence of 6 January was denounced publicly by employees of the Pakistan government as well as religious leaders, such as Major Yusuf Ismail, president of the Pakistan Islamic Council, Maulana Abdul Hamid Badayuni, Maulana Ahtishamul Haq and Maulana Shabbir Ahmed Usmani, who called for peace and abstinence from violence. Yet, there was also widespread public sympathy for the rioters, sympathy which went up to the highest echelons of government and did not always remain tacit. This was combined with continued animosity towards the Hindus remaining in Sindh. 

The police and the military continued to patrol the streets, perhaps unwillingly, since many among them were also not free from anti-Hindu sentiment. There are also accounts of policemen doing their duty in a perfunctory manner on 6 January, of conniving in the loot, and even passively abetting the violence. According to one report, ‘the gate of the [Ratan Talao] Gurudwara had been broken open with the help of the Muslim police and Baluch military.’18 Another report tells us:

At about 1.30 p.m., when this bloodshed was going on inside the Gurdwara, the police officials tried to remove the Sikhs in two trucks but the goondas did not allow the trucks to go and broke open the doors and windows and started killing them in the trucks under the very nose of the police.19 

According to another account, the employees of the Sindh High Court also joined in the violence.20 Brigadier K. M. Sheikh, commander of the 51st Infantry Brigade, which was called out to assist the police on 6 January, claimed that his troops ‘have had an unpleasant job to do, but they have performed their duties in an unbiased manner and with a high sense of discipline.’21 It should be remembered that the local police also abetted several other instances of Partition-related violence elsewhere, such as in Delhi and the Punjab. As Ian Talbot and Gurharpal Singh point out: 

The involvement of the police in violence is a constant feature throughout the period surrounding 1946. […] It flows from the depth of communal animosity in situations of endemic conflict, lack of professionalism and the skewed ethnic composition of forces.22

On 10 January, the police carried out extensive searches in the tents at Jacob Lines and the hutments at Bunder Road Extension, which were occupied by Pakistan government servants; this led to the recovery of looted property of all sorts, valued at about Rs 2,50,000. These searches, however, engendered great resentment among these government servants, who sent a deputation to Syed Hashim Raza, the district magistrate and his brother Syed Kazim Raza, the additional inspector-general of police, urging them to stop these searches forthwith as they were ‘considerably damaging the reputation of the bureaucracy’.23 Simultaneously, they were also resentful about the fact that no searches had been made of the houses of the secretaries and assistant secretaries of the Pakistan government, some of whom were said to also be in possession of looted property. The brothers Raza (who hailed from the United Provinces themselves), however, stuck to their principles of justice and sent the delegation away empty-handed. Several days later there were arrests of about 14 Pakistan government servants.

When the drive to recover looted property was launched, articles of all kinds hidden in houses in the affected areas were recovered – sewing machines, typewriters, radio sets, harmoniums, pieces of furniture, crockery, silk and woollen clothes, etc. Senior ministers like Khuhro, I. I. Chundrigar, Ghulam Mohammad, Pirzada Abdus Sattar and Fazlur Rahman toured the city, appealing to the people to give up looted property if they had any. They also visited the Mauledina Musafirkhana where they addressed the muhajirs. A total of about Rs 4,50,000 worth of looted property was then piled up in police stations for restoration to their rightful owners after identification.

During the period of violence, a large number of shops, houses and flats belonging to Hindus were forcibly occupied by muhajirs, who continued to stay there. The Sindh government now announced that this would not be tolerated. Under the Sind Economic Rehabilitation Ordinance, the usurpers would be evicted, and not be given any assistance in finding residential or business accommodation in Sindh. These properties would be restored to their Hindu owners if the latter so desired, or would be in the control of the rehabilitation officer. Also, sales of property – which had once been at exorbitant rates – had now become distress sales. The government announced that these sales would be rendered invalid if they were found to be far below the market rate. (But at the same time, it announced that sales would also be considered invalid if the property in question was required for the rehabilitation of muhajirs.)

On 11 January, Khuhro addressed a meeting of prominent citizens of Karachi in which he expressed deep regret for the violence and the damage done to the Hindu community. He reiterated his government’s determination to crush lawlessness; he ridiculed rumours that the Pakistan government was showing any sympathy towards the rioters; and he also clarified that although he was against the departure of the Hindus of Sindh – which amounted to playing into the hands of the rioters – his government would ensure that their departure would be smooth, if they still wanted to leave. He also announced the appointment of a deputy rehabilitation officer to help violence-affected Hindus reclaim their homes and business premises. Khuhro stated that the Sindh government was considering a proposal to compensate its non-Muslim officials who had suffered in the violence.

What had happened in Karachi was, like the violence in Hyderabad, not new. Several Partition-related incidents in Sindh – such as retaliatory pogroms and forcible occupation of houses belonging to the minority community – already had precedents in other parts of newly Independent India and Pakistan. More specifically, there had also been numerous instances of victims of communal violence turning aggressors and planning communal violence, so as to deliberately coerce the minority community, which was otherwise not motivated to uproot itself, to migrate. This had already happened in Panipat, Dharampur and Bahawalpur State, to give only a few examples.24 These forms of violence had not been invented in Sindh but had been ‘borrowed’ by the incoming refugees, from earlier events still fresh in their memory.

In retrospect, what appears to be remarkable is the fact that communal violence – whether as an act of reprisal in the heat of the moment, or as a calculated and premeditated pogrom – came to Sindh as late as it did, and in a far more diminished way than it did in other provinces such as Punjab and Bengal. It is actually surprising that the pogrom in Karachi did not take place earlier, given the climate of frustration and resentment among the muhajirs that prevailed in Sindh for so many months. It is widely accepted that about 15 million people had been displaced and about a million killed during Partition. Yet in Sindh, the total death toll, even if one takes the highest estimates of casualties, was a few thousand. 

A major factor contributing to the belated initiation of violence and the relatively lower number of casualties in Sindh was the will of the Sindh government to maintain law and order, and to prevent Hindus from migrating en masse. This firm hand of the government resulted in some degree of control – both physical and psychological – over lower middle class muhajirs, who had been unceremoniously dumped in refugee camps. Moreover, unpleasant memories of the atrocities of the communal violence in and around Sukkur at the time of the Manzilgah agitation were still fresh in Sindhi public memory. 

However, the simmering discontent among the muhajirs, combined with economic hunger for Hindu assets and properties,25 had finally boiled over into violence, deliberately planned so as to terrorise the remaining Hindus into migrating to India. The hostility of the public prevailed over the conciliatory efforts of the state. This is what led Suhrawardy to remark shortly after the Karachi violence: ‘These incidents bring home forcibly to one that it is little use the Government’s guaranteeing protection to minorities if the public have not been educated to it.’26

Delhi and Karachi, the capitals of the two new nations, were practically mirror images of each other, although chronologically separated by a few months. While Delhi and Karachi share many parallels, what occurred in Delhi was in a sense worse than in Karachi. At a more obvious level, the magnitude of the casualties in Delhi was of a different order altogether; between 20,000 and 25,000 Muslims were killed in Delhi as compared to 1,100 Hindus and Sikhs in Karachi. At another level, Pakistan was clearly perceived by Muslims (as well as non-Muslims) as being a Muslim nation, notwithstanding Jinnah’s famous speech in the Pakistan Constituent Assembly on 11 August 1947, in which he claimed that Pakistan was not a theocratic state and would treat non-Muslims on par with Muslims. Delhi, on the other hand, was the capital of India, a nation which professed to be inclusive of all castes and creeds, and which was supposedly committed to secularism.

In Delhi, the violence was followed by peace, or rather a cessation of violence. In Karachi too, while no major incidents of violence recurred after 7 January, the ‘peace’ that existed in the city was actually akin to what Penderel Moon calls ‘an ominous hush… which I had now learnt to associate with towns in which disturbances had taken place.’27
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CHAPTER 8

Exodus

They have departed now, heading eastwards

Giving up their homes here, they will settle ahead.

– Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai1

The Last Straw

The Karachi pogrom created panic among the Hindus who had continued to live in the city; news of this violence also sent shockwaves among Hindus all over Sindh. Lakhs of Hindus living in cities both near and far from Karachi – Thatta, Sukkur, Larkana – now decided they were no longer safe in Sindh or in Pakistan. For many Hindus, the agonising dilemma of whether to leave Sindh or not had been simmering for many months; it now boiled over after the Karachi pogrom. 

Through the months of 1947, a high degree of ambivalence had prevailed among the Sindhis, both Muslim and Hindu. The Sindhi Muslims who had for the past few months vacillated between supporting the local Hindus, their fellow Sindhis, on the one hand, and discriminating against them on the other hand, had become completely outnumbered and overshadowed by muhajirs and Punjabi Muslims, captains of the new nation-state. The Sindhi Hindus had also oscillated between their ethnic identity as Sindhis and their centuries-old bond with their home province, their investments in business and property in Sindh and the hollow reassurances of the Sindh government on the one hand, and their recent experience of being an oppressed minority on the other hand. Now, thanks to the stance among a section of the muhajirs that their rehabilitation in Pakistan was incompatible with the continued residence of Sindhi Hindus – and the resultant violence – the Sindhi Hindus realised that their physical safety was at stake. There was acute panic among Sindhi Hindus all over Sindh, even among those who had not witnessed any violence at all. 

Consider a survey conducted by the writer Subhadra Anand of a random sample of 100 Sindhi Hindus: 90 per cent said that the central government in Pakistan had given no assurance of safety to Hindus; 87 per cent said that Khuhro did not inspire any confidence among the people (presumably Hindus); 96 per cent of them said that Muslim immigrants from India created trouble for the Sindhi Hindus; and 89 per cent of them said that the Karachi riots were the last straw.2

The Karachi violence had also given impetus to wild rumours, which spread heightened fear among the Hindus. According to one rumour:

Every Hindu house is marked and the secret radio station functioning somewhere in Karachi is giving out bloodcurdling stories of the plight that is in store for those who do not leave. Secret plans are being forged to steal or stitch army uniforms so that the victims of mob fury may not be able to distinguish between the friend and the foe.3 

The flight of Sindhi Hindus from Pakistan to India was triggered off by panic caused by premeditated rioting against a backdrop of marginalisation and discrimination. Yet there was another factor which also played a significant role in the Hindu exodus from Sindh.

Izzat

Speaking of the Muslim minority in undivided India, Maulana Azad observed in 1940:

Politically speaking, the word minority does not mean just a group that is so small in number and so lacking in other qualities that give strength, that it has no confidence in its own capacity to protect itself from the much larger group that surrounds it. It is not enough that the group should be relatively the smaller, but that it should be absolutely so small as to be incapable of protecting its interests. Thus this is not merely a question of numbers; other factors count also. If a country has two major groups numbering a million and two million respectively, it does not necessarily follow that because one is half of the other, therefore it must call itself politically a minority and consider itself weak.4

Hindus in Sindh had been far from a weak and marginalised minority. If they had been influential and indispensable in the Kalhora and Talpur eras, their power had only amplified during the colonial regime. As described earlier, their rise in many spheres of public life in Sindh – in education, in the bureaucracy and the judiciary, and in business – had far outstripped that of the Muslims in Sindh. This had engendered a sense of superiority among the Hindus, which was further augmented by the urban-rural divide and the class divide. Consequently, the urban Hindu trader or government employee looked down upon the rural Muslim peasant. As Ghulam Hussein Hidayatullah, premier of Sindh several times over, and governor, said in a speech at the Sind Sub-Committee of the Round Table Conference in London in January 1931:

[…] our Hindu friends are not a meagre minority, they are more than 25% and they are a great economic fact in the life of every Sindhi, almost every Muhammadan is indebted to them. I am speaking with all responsibility when I say the first man who is consulted by a Muhammadan is a Hindu lawyer or a Hindu official. They are the brains, being highly educated. He may be in number 25%, but he holds 40% of the land in Sind and 30% is already mortgaged with him, so that we, the Muhammadans, have only 30%. So he is not a meagre minority, he is a very rich man, he is an economic factor.5

Sindhi society was – and continues to be – essentially feudal in character, and its lifeblood was izzat, honour or social prestige. It was the rise of Hindu izzat in the colonial period which galled the Muslim elite in Sindh, especially since the Hindus often flaunted it fiercely. Consequently, communal hostility in the 1940s often referred to izzat and transformed into a battle for communal supremacy. The formation of Pakistan and the reconfiguration of social equations in Sindh, which took place in a matter of months, brought about a sharp loss in the izzat of the Sindhi Hindus. Not surprisingly, a frequent refrain among many Sindhi Hindus of that generation was: ‘We migrated to save our izzat.’ 

Coupled with this was the bitter realisation that this lost izzat could never be regained by Hindus in Sindh in the foreseeable future. As Professor Ghanshyamdas Jethanand, the leader of the Congress in the Sindh Assembly, told his relatives: ‘We will be able to live here, but we will not be able to hold our heads high.’6 

It is no accident that a considerable number of the Sindhi Hindus who stayed behind in Pakistan belonged to the lower middle or poor classes, and did not have the luxury of worrying over matters of izzat. Joya Chatterji also finds that, in East Pakistan, 

[…] being wealthy and of high status was no longer sufficient guarantee that Hindus would be accorded the social deference which they had been accustomed to receiving from Muslims in the past, and for many bhadralok Hindus this change was so intolerable that they preferred to get out.7

Chetan Mariwala, the D. J. Sind College professor, was on a bus coming home from college on 6 January, when he saw pillars of flame and smoke at the Akal Bhunga gurudwara. He managed to reach home safely, but later wrote of the impact of the Karachi pogrom:

Not that many people had been killed, but the entire city had been completely looted. […] Enough! Now Sindh was no longer habitable for us. Death was better than spending the rest of our lives being dishonoured, but the Muslims had refused to unleash death on us. We had the hope that we would work hard and start life anew in Bharat. It was difficult to leave one’s country, but the violation of our izzat forced us to do so. The dark day [January 6] obliged us to do what we did not want to do. Strong roots were ripped apart in a mere day.8

The Sindhi Hindus’ sense of identification with, and patriotism towards, India, their aversion to the idea of becoming citizens of Pakistan, the strong sense of discrimination that they faced as a minority and the ensuing loss of their izzat, and finally, the accelerated threat to life with the occurrence of planned pogroms: All these coalesced after January 1948 to cement the Sindhi Hindu exodus to India.

The Role of the Sindhi Muslims

In 1947, Kalyan Advani was a 36-year-old professor of Sindhi at the D. G. National College in Hyderabad (Sindh). Deeply influenced by his father, Bulchand Advani, who wrote Sufi poetry, he had a deep and abiding love for Sindhi Sufi poetry and music. In a nostalgic article, Kalyan Advani writes:

Another pastime of mine was listening to music. Every Friday, I would listen to Sindhi kalaams [Sindhi songs] accompanied by the dilo and yaktaaro [Sindhi musical instruments], and it would leave me with a high for the whole week. This was during my college days, and after I graduated too, this continued for a while.

I am such a fan of Sindhis surs [musical forms] that for years, I would listen to high-quality Sindhi kalaams broadcast by the Hyderabad Sindh radio [station] here [in India], and thus ruined my radio set. Before migrating, two surando [Sindhi violin] players would come to me every week in Hirabad. Both of them would uplift my soul [with their music] and bless me before leaving. When I bade farewell to them for the last time, tears came into my eyes. What they told me is inscribed in my heart even today. The older faqir pronounced, ‘Divan, you stay on and govern here. Where are you going? Who are you afraid of? Are you afraid of these poor people, who roam around with sugarcane sticks and radish leaves? Saiin! You continue your reign.’ He was referring to the poor refugees [the muhajirs]. Trying to explain the situation to him, I said, ‘It is difficult for anyone to stay anywhere without their kith and kin.’ The young surando player consequently blessed me many times over as he left, and said, ‘Yes, yes, sir! You Hindus are very dear to us, but may the Lord’s will be done. May you always be happy, may you always be prosperous!’ Even in my dreams, I will never forget the innocence and musical talent of these faqirs.9

In January 1948, Kalyan Advani left Hyderabad, with his elderly parents, his wife and their two young daughters. His close friend,  Dr Haji, came to see them off at the railway station. Dr Haji and he continued to stay in touch, writing letters to each other over the decades.

There are numerous instances of Sindhi Hindus who were given protection by their Sindhi Muslim friends and neighbours, and numerous instances of the latter pleading with the former to not migrate. Many Sindhi Hindus and Sikhs report that their Muslim friends and neighbours not only asked them to stay in Sindh, but later came to see them off, at the docks or the railway station, and wept when they left. 

It is noteworthy that there is a widespread perception, among  both Sindhi Hindus and Sindhi Muslims today, that the latter did not participate in the violence against the former. According to Subhadra Anand’s survey of 100 Sindhi Hindus, a solid 81 per cent clearly said that the Sindhi Muslims had not threatened them into leaving.10

However, not all Muslims felt warmly towards Hindus. When Mohammed Ayub Khuhro became PWD minister in early 1946, he gave a speech in which he reportedly had said, almost prophetically:

Let the Hindus of Sind leave Sind and go elsewhere. Let them go while the going is good and possible, else I warn them that a time is fast coming when in their flight from Sind, they may not be able to get a horse or an ass or a gari or any other means of transport.11

It is difficult to ascertain the exact role that Sindhi Muslims played in the discrimination towards and violence against Sindhi Hindus during 1947-48.There was a clear perception among the Sindhi Muslims, that if the Sindhi Hindus were to migrate, the former would then be able to take over their landed property, businesses and assets, and would benefit economically. There had been some instances where haaris, anticipating the Muslim domination that Pakistan would bring, refused to cooperate with their Hindu landlords in harvesting standing crops, and in some cases, even appropriated the crops and the lands. There were also instances where Sindhi Muslims, having agreed to purchase property from Sindhi Hindus, refused subsequently to pay, in the knowledge that they would anyway be able to take possession once the Hindus migrated. 

Muhammad Usman Baloch, the noted trade union leader and political worker, was a 10-year-old boy in 1947. He lived in Lyari; his father was an overseer at Grax Salt Works at Mauripur. Baloch shares his Partition memories:

One day my father came home and told my mother that some Muslims had stabbed a Hindu at the gates of Empress Market. He brought with him some eight to ten Hindus – they were workers at the salt works, and their women and children. I was surprised to see low caste poor Hindu workers – I had never seen such Hindus before. The Hindus who lived in Burns Road and Kharo Dar were bureaucrats and traders and businessmen. They were more middle class. They had a lot of misgivings about Muslims, they were not so reconciliatory. The Hindus who were agricultural, they were more reconciliatory. So these people, the poor Hindu workers, they were hiding in our house out of fear. A few days later, they left for India.

We had relatives in Larkana and Dadu. They used to tell the Hindus, ‘Please stay on here.’ I used to feel that it was half-hearted. Sindhi Hindus and Sindhi Muslims had a gulf between them. Sindhi Muslims used to feel that they would get their mortgaged lands back from the Sindhi Hindus if they left.12

It is also possible that in some cases, Sindhi Muslims may have been afraid of censure or reprisals from other Pakistani Muslims if they gave protection to Sindhi Hindus, and hence played a passive role in certain instances. In early January 1948, on the eve of the Karachi pogrom, one Sindhi Muslim commented: 

Sindhi Muslims are peace-loving people. They are anxious for Hindu-Muslim unity. They are hospitable and work with patience and deep thinking. The result has been that Sindhi Muslims have been accused as dishonourable, pro-Hindu and anti-Islamic. The Punjabis have begun to hate and abuse us. If Sindhi Muslims extend a helping hand to Hindus they face death.13

Consequently, after the Karachi pogrom several Sindhi Muslims, who now felt outnumbered and overshadowed by the muhajirs, asked their Hindu friends to leave, since they no longer felt able to protect them.

Perhaps the conflicting emotions and ambivalence that prevailed among many Sindhi Muslims – a degree of resentment towards the Sindhi Hindus, and the desire to benefit economically from their departure, coexisting with emotional attachment to them – are best exemplified in the memoir of the renowned Sindhi poet, Shaikh Mubarak Ali Ayaz, son of a Muslim father and a Hindu mother. He had some close Sindhi Hindu friends, especially among his classmates from the D. J. Sind College and fellow writers, such as Kirat Babani, Narayan ‘Shyam’ Nagwani and Arjan ‘Shad’ Mirchandani. Shaikh Ayaz recalls:

My entire family belonged to the Muslim League, and they would call Mahatma Gandhi ‘Maha Tama-a Gandhi’ [‘Very Greedy Gandhi’]. My close relative, the late Wajid Ali Shaikh was the president of the Shikarpur Muslim League and the leader of the Mazjid Manzilgah movement. And if this movement had not started, then the late Allah Baksh Soomro would not have been assassinated, and if Allah Baksh Soomro had not been assassinated, then the Sindh Assembly would not have been able to pass the Pakistan resolution. That is why, after the founding of Pakistan, the Shaikhs of Shikarpur dominated the city, and considered themselves above the  law. […]

In those days I had come to Shikarpur to prepare for my final LLB examination… In Karachi, in a gymnasium next to the Metharam Hostel, I used to do all kinds of exercises, and entering the sea off the steps at the Native Jetty, I would swim, summer or winter. […] All this exercise had made my body as supple as a wet stick of willow, so I could squeeze through skylights and enter rooms.

With the migration of 1947, thousands of Shikarpuri Hindus had left their belongings behind, locked their houses and gone to Hindustan in the hope that the riots would stop soon, peace would return in a short while, and they would return home. Thanks to the migration, entire neighbourhoods had been vacated. […]

After the migration of Hindus, two or three of my relatives set out at night to steal; they broke the locks on Hindu houses and took away their belongings. Once, when they discussed their thefts, I said to them, ‘You are educated people! What if you get arrested tomorrow?’

One of them replied, ‘The question of our being arrested does not even arise. First, at night, all the streets are completely deserted, there is absolute silence. And second, we put a soaking wet cloth around the lock and then hammer it with an axe, so when the lock breaks, it does not make a sound; as a result, we quietly bring things home.’

I thought for a while, and then told them, ‘Tonight, I will also come along with you.’

When everything had settled down for the night, the four of us set out. Behind our neighbourhood was that of the Gagranis. We went to the large mansion of one of the Gagrani seths. There was an iron lock on the outside door, which my relative wrapped several times over in a wet towel and then hit four or five times with an axe. The lock broke without making a sound. We went inside to find that there were three rooms off a courtyard, of which two were locked from the outside, and one was locked from the inside, the skylight of which was open. When my relatives decided to break open this door, I stopped them and said, ‘I will go inside and open the room.’ I jumped up and put my hands around the iron bars on the skylight, and pulled myself up. Passing through the skylight like a snake, I jumped down. Then I lit a match, located the switch and turned on the light. 

It seemed as though someone had closed the room just a few days ago and left. There were some clothes and towels folded and kept in the cupboard, next to which were some locked steel trunks, and lying on the floor next to these was a cloth doll. It had a plait, and on its chest were two breasts made of cloth; its entire body was naked. I cannot say whether the doll was Hindu or Muslim. Taking the doll in my hand, I kept looking at it, and I kept imagining its young mistress, who must have crossed Khokhrapar to reach Bombay or Banaras or Calcutta or some other city, empty-handed. I kept looking at this doll for quite some time and my relatives got tired of waiting for me. They kept calling out to me, but when they did not receive any answer, they started hitting the lock with the axe. To date, they are hitting the lock with the axe, they are hitting the lock with the axe, they are hitting the lock with the axe…14 

Exodus from Sindh

The rate of migration which had in any case increased during the last days of 1947 and the beginning of 1948 now intensified. After the Karachi pogrom, there was an exodus of Hindus and Sikhs. Also, communal tension escalated sharply all over Sindh; Sindhi Hindus and Hindus from different parts of the province reported minor incidents and acts of aggression by muhajirs, which only heightened their fear and their desire to leave. According to one account, 4,78,000 Hindus and Sikhs were estimated to have already left Sindh by early January 1948,15 out of a total of 14,00,000. Out of these 14,00,000, perhaps about 2,00,000 were non-Sindhis: immigrants from Kutch, Gujarat, the United Provinces, Punjab, etc. Now even many lower middle class Hindus wanted to leave, regardless of the financial costs of migration; their travel costs were borne by the Government of India. 

Starting from 9 January, once the city had quietened down completely, ships began to leave Karachi for Bombay and the ports of Gujarat, carrying the maximum number of passengers: about 3,000-4,000 each. Relatively few passengers purchased tickets for first class cabins; the rest were given free passage and free food, and were accommodated in third class, or on the open decks of the ship. Between 9 January and 15 January, about 18,000 Hindus and Sikhs left Sindh. In order to prevent clashes between them and muhajirs – both travelling in opposite directions, and both emotionally charged – the docking of these ships as well as entry of the general public on the docks was controlled – in Karachi as well as in Bombay. Given the prevailing chaos, there were a few hundred incoming refugees living by the quaysides of both the Karachi and the Bombay docks for several days at a time. During the previous weeks, several Hindus had taken to wearing Jinnah caps (astrakhans or qaraqul hats), carrying a copy of Dawn, or wearing a ‘Pakistan badge’ (of a star and a moon) in order to pass off as Muslims and thus evade violence or discrimination. Now many emigrating Hindus threw their Jinnah caps into the sea when their ship left Karachi harbour, and shouted ‘Jai Hind’, a step that Khuhro and other Muslims understandably resented as a ‘parting kick’.

Mohan G. Rohira was a boy of 12, who had travelled from his native Pir Jo Goth, via Sukkur to Karachi in order to sail to India. Although the family had left Pir Jo Goth on 3 January, they were still in Sindh, in Karachi on 6 January, and could not leave for a week because of the subsequent curfew. Mohan Rohira recollects when he and his family finally boarded the S. S. Netravati:

The ship’s passage was free. They were letting people board the ship on a first-come, first-served basis. There were two queues for boarding the ship, one for men and the other for women and children. The women and children’s queue started first, and since I was a 12-year-old, I boarded the ship with my family and that of my cousin. 

When the women and children’s queue ended, the men’s queue started. But before all the men could board the ship, the dock officials shouted ‘overload’ and ‘house full’. They pulled up the gangway, at the instigation of the Pakistani officers. This is why many men were left on the Keamari docks, even though their wives and children had boarded the ship; because the gangway was pulled up, their families could not even come back down to the docks. 

Among those men were my brother and two of my cousins. At that time, my brother tried very hard to climb the ropes binding the ship to the docks, and board the ship. But the policeman on duty did not let him even come close. In the policeman’s absence, one of my cousins (whose family had boarded the ship) seized the opportunity and also tried to climb the rope. Without any support below, dangling like a monkey, dropping a shoe into the sea below, he managed to reach the ship safely, wearing only one shoe.16

Mohan Makhijani, the Karachi Port Trust employee, had felt that his friend Iqbal Qureshi had betrayed him by putting his name on the restricted list, thus ensuring that he would not be permitted to leave Sindh. Makhijani turned his back on Qureshi: ‘I discarded him,’ he said. Yet during the Karachi riots, it was Iqbal Qureshi who gave shelter to Makhijani, whose family had migrated to India by then. Here Makhijani, an employee in ‘essential services’, relates how he managed to sneak out of Pakistan despite being forbidden to leave:

In the evenings, I would go to the docks as usual. I’d see Hindus with curfew passes and ship tickets; I knew they would leave for India. I’d go on board the ship and then return to the dock. 

There was one Inspector Hanagan, an Irishman, who was on duty; I was on his watch list. He saw me every day, and he got used to it. 

Once, he said, ‘You bugger, one of these days you’re going to run away! Don’t get me into trouble.’

I said, ‘No, no, I won’t.’

But his comment gave me an idea. On 10 January, I went on board the ship, and I just stayed behind, without a pass. You see, the captain had come to know me. He knew I had something to do with the Port Trust. 

I left Pakistan totally empty-handed. I was wearing my Port Trust uniform. I had worn that shirt for four days after the riots. I had not shaved, I was gaunt. 

The ship left, and Hanagan saw me on the deck. He brandished his fist at me; I just thumbed my nose at him.17

Many muhajirs in Pakistan became concerned about the fate of Muslims remaining in India, which in many cases included their family and friends. The muhajir newspaper Jang carried an editorial appealing for communal peace, for fear that communal violence in Pakistan would lead to reprisals in India. This editorial was titled ‘Karachi ke Fasadat Hindustan ki Muslim Aqliyat ki Dushman Hain’ or ‘The Karachi Rioters are the Enemies of India’s Muslim Minority’. This viewpoint was also taken up by Delhi’s Al-Jamiat, a pro-Congress Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Hind newspaper. There ensued a discussion in the Urdu press about how one could hope to provide some degree of security to Muslims in India, through the retention of Hindus in Pakistan18 – a continuation of Khuhro’s hostage principle. This belief was also articulated in H. S. Suhrwardy’s speech in the Pakistan Constituent Assembly on 6 March 1948, in which he asked for ‘a fair deal to the minorities in Pakistan’, as an extension of Pakistan’s responsibility to Muslims that remained in India.19 The hostage theory , however, collapsed completely after the Sindhi Hindu exodus and the near-emptying of Pakistan of its minorities.

Sri Prakasa, as well as V. Vishwanathan, the deputy high commissioner, and Navin Khandwalla, the Karachi manager of the Bombay Steam Navigation Co, toured the refugee camps almost non-stop for a week after the violence. Other prominent Karachi citizens who stepped up to help were Jamshed Nusserwanjee Mehta and Manghanmal Tahilramani, the evacuation officer. The Indian High Commission took over the management of these refugee camps and Sri Prakasa informs us that it set up the largest one ‘in an open space in the town [of Karachi].’ Yet this camp was not permitted to be in existence for very long, since there were complaints that it exuded an ‘evil smell’, which bothered Government House, Jinnah’s official residence, two miles away.20 It is true that many of these camps were in a distressing condition, in terms of both accommodation and sanitation. 

These refugee camps survived till early April 1948, when most of them were wound up, and a new transit camp was opened at the New College gymkhana. Swami Krishnanand, a member of the Sindh Assembly, stayed on in the Swaminarayan Temple in Karachi till 1949 and assisted with the evacuation.

On 8 January, in the wake of the Karachi pogrom, after a deputation of Sindhi Hindus, led by Dr Choithram Gidwani, called on Gandhi, Nehru and Patel in Delhi, requesting them to arrange the evacuation of Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh; speedy measures were taken. By  10 January 1948, the Indian High Commission was instructed to issue free steamer tickets to the emigrating Hindus, who would then receive free food on board the ship; all these costs were borne by the Indian government. Steamers of various shipping companies were diverted to ply the Karachi-Bombay route: the S. S. Netravati, Kalavati, Englistan, Jaladurga, Akbar, Khosrau, Karapara and Shirala. S. K. Kirpalani, then secretary to the Department of Relief and Rehabilitation in Delhi, recalls that, after the Karachi pogrom, the clamour of Sindhi Hindus for help was so great that the Government of India finally agreed to organise their evacuation from Pakistan. A few days after  6 January, Sardar Patel sent for Kirpalani. Patel asked him to coordinate the evacuation with the help of L. T. Gholap, controller of shipping at Bombay, who had been instructed to divert all available ships to Karachi. Since the distance from Karachi to Bombay entailed a round trip lasting an entire week, Kirpalani suggested that the Government of India enlist the help of the Kathiawar princely states. If these ships were to shuttle between Karachi and Kathiawar, they would be able to complete a round trip in three days’ time. Patel used his good offices with the princes to obtain their cooperation, thus expediting ‘Operation Evacuation’.21 

Realising the gargantuan task of the evacuation of lakhs of Hindus still in Sindh – the Indian government appointed a directorate-general of evacuation on 14 January 1948, to oversee the process. The directorate-general of evacuation was attached to the Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation, which had its headquarters at Delhi and two branches at Bombay and Karachi. Navin Khandwalla, who was a friend of Sri Prakasa’s, was appointed to act as the liaison officer between the steamer companies and the Indian high commissioner; he was also appointed as the evacuation adviser to the Indian High Commission. Vishnu Sharma, a friend and colleague of Dr Choithram Gidwani and also a Congress worker, was appointed liaison officer at Hyderabad for the evacuation of Sindhi Hindus by rail from that city. There, arrangements were made for the Sindhi Hindu evacuees’ boarding and lodging, and the permits that they needed to exit Pakistan; they were also helped during their ‘searches and seizures’ at the railway station. 

Narayandas Malkani was then a 57-year-old Congress worker, who had worked closely with Gandhi in Delhi’s Bhangi Colony. He had narrowly escaped being attacked during the Karachi pogrom. After this, he and Govardhan Vazirani, secretary of the Congress, were deputed to fly to Delhi to convince the Congress high command to evacuate Hindus from Sindh. Narayandas Malkani recalls:

On arrival, I met Gandhiji and other senior leaders and I told them face to face about the Karachi riots. I was there for a week, and I met everyone about two or three times. Pandit Nehru told me to go meet Bajpayee, the secretary-general in the main office. I met him, and I briefed him about the conditions in Sindh; I told him that the time had now come for the Hindus to be evacuated from Sindh and resettled in India by the government. He listened to everything attentively and then I took his leave.

Finally, Vazirani and I came to the conclusion that our work was done and that we could return to Karachi by air the next morning, that is 31 January. Before returning, I went to meet Gandhiji for the fourth and last time, to take his leave. It was about four in the evening, and he was sitting outside Birla House in the sun, with a straw hat on his head. His voice was not weak any longer, and his bare body shone, burnt in the sun. When I rose to touch his feet and take his leave, he clapped me firmly on my back. This clap on the back used to be his blessing. He said, ‘Now you go and evacuate people from Sindh. You leave only after evacuating everyone else. Make sure you don’t leave before that. Give Mr Khuhro a message that I will come to Sindh and make efforts towards securing peace in Sindh. But for that, he will have to take Mr Jinnah’s permission and send me a telegram.’22

Malkani used to stay with Gandhi’s son, Devdas, whenever he visited Delhi. Shortly after he returned to Devdas Gandhi’s home, they were informed of Gandhi’s assassination. A grieving and distraught Malkani flew back to Karachi the next day, where he was astonished to find that staff from the Indian High Commission had come to receive him in a car, and that he had been appointed additional deputy high commissioner in Karachi, specifically for the purpose of evacuating Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh. Nehru’s decision to appoint Malkani to this post did not go down well either with Khuhro and his government (who did not want the Hindus to migrate en masse) or with the bulk of the high commission staff (who resented political appointments, such as those of Malkani or even Sri Prakasa). Nevertheless, Malkani supervised the work of evacuation in Karachi and Hyderabad, by turns, and also toured other towns in Sindh, to assess the situation of the Hindus there.

Special trains were run from Hyderabad and Mirpur Khas to Pali and Marwar Junction in present-day Rajasthan, where refugee camps were set up. These trains went directly – and safely – from Sindh to Rajasthan and had no need to traverse Punjab, with its history of violence. Moreover, the organised evacuation of Hindu and Sikh refugees from West Punjab by rail had been completed by the first week of December 1947,23 and now the Indian government could divert its attention and resources towards refugees from Sindh.

Owing to the determined intervention of the Indian government, and the assistance of Sri Prakasa, the Sindh government was obliged to facilitate the relatively smooth departure of non-Muslims from the province. The Sindh government announced that there would be no more searches of women among the departing Hindus and Sikhs. Also, a large number of Hindu government employees now wanted to either resign or to go on leave. The Sindh government relaxed its rules, permitting these employees to withdraw advances from their provident fund, and granted them long leave, thus enabling them to escort their families to India. 

Yet, faced with this massive exodus, the Sindh government also took a few steps to protect its own interests. For example, post office savings account holders were only permitted to withdraw up to half of their balance, up to a ceiling of Rs 500.

The Sindh government was keen to avoid congestion in Karachi of Hindu emigrants from the interior of Sindh: by the end of January 1948 there were about 40,000 Hindus in the city waiting for passage to India, and many more in the hinterland. In order to control and slow down the passage of Sindhi Hindus through Karachi, and so minimise chances of renewed violence, Khuhro imposed a permit system on 15 February 1948, whereby no Hindu could leave his or her town of origin without a permit issued by the local authorities. While this was meant to preserve law and order, it only caused greater distress to the Hindus, impatient to leave. More often than not, local officials demanded bribes in order to issue permits. According to U. T. Thakur: 

[…the refugees] were now required to produce certificates from Income-Tax authorities, Tehsildars, Municipalities and other civil authorities that no debt either of a bank or private individual was outstanding and that no ornaments of Muslims were pawned with them.24

Sri Prakasa recalls the flood of Sindhi Hindus who came to his office, requesting permits to travel to India:

In the office of the High Commission, we had to encounter heavy crowds. It was difficult to regulate them. Everyone wanted to get a permit as soon as possible so that he could go away. […] Everyone wanted to reach India […] as soon as possible.

The High Commission, however, had to act warily and to keep all practical considerations in view. We could give permits at a time only to as many persons as could be provided with transport. Even this tragic scene was not without its lighter side. One day I was looking after the arrangements myself. A woman came up to me and quietly told me that a particular young lady of her family was in an advanced stage of pregnancy. The child may be born any day. In these circumstances, would I think of giving priority to her? I did so; but the very next day, a strange scene presented itself before me. I found that all women suddenly found themselves in an advanced stage of pregnancy! They came to know that the High Commissioner was partial to women in that condition, and was willing to treat them with particular consideration. They thus found a good opportunity of saying that all of them were in the self-same condition. It was obviously impossible for the High Commissioner to get them medically examined! I had smilingly to tell them that I did not think it was possible that all of them would suddenly find themselves in such a delicate condition, and I was therefore compelled to give these permits in the ordinary course without making any distinctions between one person and another.25

Sikhs 

According to the 1941 Census, there were approximately 32,000 Sikhs in Sindh. Some were Punjabi Sikhs, settled in Karachi and the Nawabshah area; others were Sindhi Hindu converts. Sindh was also home to a large community of Labana Sikhs, although it is difficult to ascertain their exact number (as distinct from other Sindhi Sikhs), either then or now. These Labana Sikhs were highly different from Sindhi Hindus. Coming mostly from the poorer strata of society, they made their living from manual or agricultural labour, weaving rope, making string beds, or carving wooden combs. Most Labana Sikhs were unlettered; the 1941 Census describes them as ‘extremely poor and ignorant [with] almost complete illiteracy’.26 Apart from occupation and class, they also spoke a different language – Labani27 – although most also knew Sindhi. Moreover, they claimed descent from a community of Sikh ironsmiths, originally from Jaisalmer.28 It is unlikely that Labana Sikhs intermarried with Sindhi Hindus, whom they referred to as ‘vanias’ or ‘Sindhis’. Their surnames – Varjitia, Dingnot, Kirnaut, to name a few – were also quite different from Sindhi Hindu surnames. 

(Today in India, Labana Sikhs from Sindh appear to be outnumbered by Labana Sikhs from Punjab, with whom they share a cultural affinity; Labana Sikhs from Punjab also speak a version of Labani, which is slightly different from that spoken in Sindh.)

As mentioned earlier, Sikhs in Sindh had been targeted for violence because Punjabi Sikhs had played a significant role in the communal violence in East Punjab. As a result, Sikhs were among the first to leave for India. While some Labana Sikhs had left Sindh even before the Karachi pogrom (in which Labana Sikhs were again the prime targets), many of them – who lived in Northern Sindh – continued to stay on in their homes. According to Gandhi, there were still about 15,000 Sikhs in Sindh by 21 January 1948.29 As a result of the changed stance of the Congress government in India, and its organised evacuation of the minorities of Sindh, many Labana Sikhs say that their families were informed by the local authorities that they had to leave Sindh and migrate to India. It appears that most of them had no say in whether or not they should migrate, or their mode of transport, or even when they could migrate. Yet, almost all of them remember the Congress – and especially Jawaharlal Nehru – with gratitude for ‘saving their lives’.30

These Labana Sikhs, who led lives of hard labour and hardship, now faced great difficulties in migrating to India. Pribhibai Dohit, who was a young unmarried girl of about 18 at the time, recollects her departure from Rohri:

In Rohri-Sukkur, we used to stay by the side of a canal: Sikhs and Hindus on one side, and Muslims on the other side. The Sindhi Muslims were very good. They also used to speak Sindhi; we used to speak one language. At the time of Partition, they gave us refuge. They told us not to leave. 

But it was the government’s wish that we should go. To which the Sindhi Muslims said, ‘We cannot stop you. If there are riots later, if your girls are abducted, then it will be terrible! It’s best that you leave.’

The Congress took us out from there. This included my grandfather, and my father, and my brother; the rest of us were mostly women. Early in our journey, at Kotri station, there was an attack on us. A solid attack. It was clear: ‘Be prepared to kill or die.’ 

We were sitting at the station, when the Muslims threw huge stones at us, hurt our necks, our faces, our backs. My grandfather said, ‘Don’t cry out. Even if you die, don’t make a sound.’ We just sat there, we didn’t shout out. My grandfather was hit by a stone on his forehead. It bled a lot. He picked up handfuls of dust to dry up the blood and then he tied his turban. 

My father and my brother had jobs in the railways department. My brother’s Muslim colleague saved us. He said, ‘These Sikhs are known people, they have worked with us. They are not fanatics, they are not aggressive.’ Shortly thereafter the police came, and put us on the train to Hyderabad. 

My father fought 10 people at Kotri station. You see, the officials didn’t let us take our luggage, our Guru [Granth] Sahib. My father made us sit in the train. He said, ‘Wait, I’m coming.’ Then, he went and picked up the Guru. The Muslims were angry that he had taken it. My father boarded the running train. One Muslim tried to pull my father’s feet, my father kicked him, and he fell off with a thud. Then another one came, and another, but my father kicked them all off. Sardars really know how to fight!

We left everything else there at Kotri station – our utensils and our belongings. We couldn’t take anything. We reached Hyderabad. Here, the Congress locked us up, that is, they kept us in a room. They didn’t let us leave, lest we get killed by a furious mob. We stayed indoors, ate indoors, lived in the Hyderabad camp for about 15 to 20 days. The camp was good; we got everything – makke ki roti, mooli ki sabzi. We were looked after. 

Then we were sent off to Hindustan by train. We reached Marwar Junction. They evacuated all the Sikhs, along with the Sindhi [Hindus]. The Sindhis came with us; lots of them did.

We thought we were going to die. Especially, since other travellers would not let small babies cry. They’d say, ‘We will throw them out. If the babies cry at any station, we will be heard by Muslims and be caught.’

We didn’t get any food at Marwar Junction, we were left to starve to death. Occasionally, we’d be given a handful of channa, and some water. But that was all. 

We faced a lot of difficulties. This was the life we confronted – with hunger, thirst, miserable children. How terrible it was! It was too much. Back in the train, people were getting killed; they were being cut up, entire carriages full of them. It was a very difficult time.31 

Several Labana Sikhs originally from the villages around Larkana say that their Muslim neighbours escorted them in their bullock carts to the railway station, and wept when they left. Kewalsingh Dohit, who was a 10-year-old boy living in Nau Dero at the time of Partition, says:

Our Sindhi Muslim friends over there [in Pakistan] were good, the Muslims over here [in India] are not that good. The Sindhi Muslims really helped us out in times of trouble.32 

According to Arjunsingh Rawaan, then a 15-year-old boy:

When we left, some Muslims were crying, others were saying that it was good that we were going, they would get our things. The Muslims that we interacted with regularly, the ones with whom we were close, they were crying. The others, who were more distant, were glad to be rid of us. There are all kinds of people in the world.33

Yet others who hailed from the twin cities of Rohri and Sukkur say that they had little or no contact with the local Muslims there. According to Hakimsingh Dingnot, who was a seven-year-old boy living in Sukkur at the time of Partition, the local Muslims threatened the Labana Sikhs when they were leaving: ‘Leave your things behind or we will kill you.’34 Pribhibai Varjitia, then a young woman of 20 with an infant son, relates that local Sindhi Muslims threatened to attack the Labana Sikhs in her marital village of Bakhri.35 

Sundersingh Ramaan was a young boy of 18 at the time of Partition. He lived in Deparja, in Central Sindh, and his father bartered the wooden combs that he made for grain from the local Muslims. Ramaan says that the 100 or so Labana families in Deparja were mostly landless labourers. They had good relations with the local Sindhi Muslims, but the latter had a change of heart at the time of Partition, and threatened to surround their houses and kill them all. According to Ramaan, the Labana Sikhs barricaded themselves in the local gurudwara, and came away with just the clothes on their backs. On their way to Karachi, Ramaan’s father and maternal uncle ‘fell off the train’ but were rescued by Sindhi Muslims, and were subsequently reunited with the family in Bombay.36

Labana and other Sikhs were transported to Karachi or Hyderabad, under armed police escort, often by freight train, in windowless wagons, so that they would not be visible and hence not be attacked. As Pribhibai Varjitia recalls: 

The police brought us to the station, and then put us in a freight train, like cows and buffaloes. They told us, ‘Make sure your children don’t cry inside. Keep them happy.’ Then we ate our food inside, we had our water pots inside, we did our toilet inside, everything inside.37 

Several Labana Sikhs who travelled by regular passenger trains say that their trains were stoned by Muslims at Kotri Junction, and remember ducking down to evade the assault. While some say they were able to bring many of their possessions with them, others say that they were not permitted to carry much luggage. According to Sundribai Kirnaut, then a 20-year-old mother of a son from Rohri, ‘We had many difficulties. We didn’t bring anything, we left everything behind. We came only with the clothes on our backs. I could not bathe for a month.’38

Most of the Labana Sikhs who were brought to Karachi were taken straight to the Keamari docks, where they immediately boarded a ship for India. Again, this was to ensure that anti-Sikh violence did not rear its head once more. Those who were taken to Hyderabad were put up in a transit camp, before taking further trains onward to Marwar Junction. 

Sikhs who were not Labana were also evacuated from Sindh. Sardar Nihalsingh Ailsinghani was a small boy of about 11 when Partition took place. His family was from the village of Naich, near Larkana, which was dominated by Sikh zamindars. He recollects that the massacre of Labana Sikhs at the Ratan Talao gurdwara was a wake-up call for the Sikhs remaining in Sindh. A freight train, with two armed guards in each wagon, and escorted by senior government officials, was organised for upper class Sikhs living in Naich, Johi and other parts of Northern Sindh. Sardar Nihalsingh and his family boarded this train with as much luggage as they could carry; however, most of this was confiscated later at the Karachi docks. He recalls:

There were hardly one or two Hindus who boarded the ship; the rest were Sikhs. I remember, because I was on the top deck. You see, I had had a fight with Muslims at the docks. As a result, the Muslims said, ‘Let’s throw him into the sea, he’s a Sardar, look at how he’s talking.’ My elders pulled me away. They said, ‘The Muslims will finish us off if you fight them.’ I stopped myself, and sat on the ship’s deck, right at the top.

The muhajirs were an angry lot. The Punjabi Sikhs from India had really slaughtered them. What did they know, that we were not the same Sikhs, we were Sindhi Sikhs, who had studied Sami, Sachal, Shah.39 We were not jaati, born Sikhs, we were sufaati, converted Sikhs. What did the Muslims know, that there are various kinds of Sikhs. No matter which Sikh they saw, they wanted to kill.

When we got off the ship at the Bombay docks, there was a ship of Muslims leaving from Bombay for Pakistan. Our elders were of a belligerent nature, they had a zamindari temperament, they were fighters. ‘Let’s loot the Muslims!’ they cried. ‘We have left everything behind over there; they are taking everything and going. Loot them all!’ 

How much was looted I don’t know, but the Sikhs forcibly looted the Muslims. Worried, the authorities brought us straight here to this Kalyan camp. And ever since we came, we have been living here itself.40

According to Sardar Nihalsingh, about a dozen or so Sikh families chose to stay behind in Naich. Many of them faced difficulties subsequently: Some were shot dead, others were compelled to cut off their hair and flee to India (and later obtain absolution at gurdwaras), still others converted to Islam.

Sindh Emptied of Minorities

The evacuation of Sindhi Hindus and Sikhs continued for a long time, at an erratic pace. Since some muhajirs also returned to India, there was great pressure on the trains. In order to accommodate the Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh, and to ensure that they did not travel with Muslims – a potentially explosive situation – refugee special trains were instituted for some months. According to Narayandas Malkani, the bulk of the evacuation was completed by the beginning of May 1948, and the Sindh government stopped running refugee special trains. At the end of July 1948, the Jodhpur State Railway ceased its train services to Pakistan.

By the middle of June 1948, 10,00,000 Hindus had been able to migrate to India; 4,00,000 more remained in Sindh. (By this time, evacuation of Hindus and Sikhs from the NWFP and Bahawalpur was also complete.) In August 1949, there were incidents of renewed communal violence in Shikarpur and Sukkur, giving new impetus to the exodus. Evacuation continued for three whole years, finally tapering off in 1951. By this time, the transit camp set up at Karachi still had 644 evacuees waiting to leave, but Sindh was largely emptied of its Hindus: It was estimated that a scant 150,000 to 200,000 remained in their home province. Sri Prakasa tells us, ‘On my tours in the interior, I saw what appeared to have been flourishing townlets before, complete with houses, temples, fields, now entirely deserted, the whole of the population – evidently all Hindu – gone to the last man.’41 

Yet, it should be noted that the stream of Hindus fleeing Sindh only thinned down to a trickle by 1951, and never dried up entirely. There has been a continuous migration of Sindhi Hindus from Pakistan to India from the 1950s to the present day, varying in intensity over the decades. 

Here is the narrative of a Sindhi Hindu’s departure in 1949, which depicts the large crowds still in the process of migrating to India. Kirat Babani, the prominent Sindhi author and journalist, was a young man of 25 in 1947, working with the Communist Party in Karachi. He and his other Communist friends decided not to migrate, but many of them were arrested in 1948. Babani was jailed for 11 months and released on the condition that he would be externed from Karachi. Later, in 1949, he thought he would visit his family, which had migrated to India, and then return to Sindh. When he boarded the ship at the Keamari docks, government officials searched his belongings extremely roughly, and then served him a legal notice of exile from Pakistan. He recounts his departure from Sindh in his autobiography:

Evening has fallen as I sit on the empty steel trunk. I have no idea when the ship weighed anchor and set sail towards its destination. My belongings are still scattered around me, and there, on the entire deck, people are scattered. Entire families, mostly from villages in the interior of Sindh, have been thrown here. They are from the poor and middle class, their dress and behaviour is Sindhi. […] Some mothers also have suckling children with them, whom they are nursing, covered with their dupattas, and with their backs to the men. This transgression of custom must cause them mental agony. […]

As night falls gradually, and as the ship starts to careen up and down and sideways like a rocking horse, subjected to the blows of the forceful waves of the deep sea, the condition of the travellers on deck begins to worsen. Many begin to feel dizzy and their stomachs start to churn. Many are retching, and some are actually vomiting. The crying and wailing of the children has cast a pall of gloom everywhere.42

Many Sindhi Hindus report an immense sense of relief and security merely on crossing the border into India, after covering the 124 miles of railway line through the Thar desert to the border of Jodhpur State, or on setting sail from Karachi harbour. It was an era when India and Pakistan were perceived as being essentially Hindu and Muslim respectively, and the simple act of crossing the border made an enormous difference to incoming refugees.43 As a result, the majority of Sindhi Hindus felt they were fleeing Muslim persecution, on the basis of their religious identity, to take refuge in a Hindu haven. Ironically, most of them had no idea that their trauma would worsen after they arrived in India.
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CHAPTER 9

Arrival

Even though I am safe within these walls,

I have always felt 

As though I am sleeping on the open road […]

Now you

Know only these open roads as your home,

These roads which will take you anywhere else

But will never turn towards your home.

– Arjan ‘Shad’ Mirchandani1

Bombay

Although exact figures are not available, it is estimated that between 12,00,000 to 14,00,000 Sindhi Hindus migrated to India after Partition, mainly by ship and by train. (There were also some Sindhi Hindus who travelled by air to Bombay, and to Delhi too, but these were relatively very few in number.) 

Ships sailing from Karachi often headed to Bombay, berthing at the Alexandra docks. The first ships came to Bombay in early September of 1947, bringing Hindu and Sikh refugees from Pakistan who had fled the communal violence in Quetta. The refugees on these ships, the S.S. Netravati and the S.S. Kalavati, were about 1,100 in all, mostly Sindhi with a few Punjabis. They were received by the refugee officer, Rao Bahadur Nayampalli, Nanik Motwane of the Sind Hindu Seva Samiti, and C. A. Buch, the general manager of the Scindia Steam Navigation Co Ltd as well as their friends and relatives in Bombay. Refugees who had no relatives in Bombay were taken first to Mahajanwadi, where they were given a meal, and then to refugee camps at Mulund and Chembur. 

In the early days, there was much sympathy for the survivors of the Quetta violence. Impelled by cultural ideals of hospitality, Bombayites displayed a spirit of secular humanitarianism; others were sympathetic towards ‘our Hindu brothers’. Several extended help to the refugees. 

As the tempo of refugee arrivals increased over the next months, especially after January 1948, the process of receiving refugees became more streamlined. Officers of the Resettlement and Rehabilitation Department of Bombay Province, and a Congress relief body received the ships as they arrived. The Congress worker and freedom fighter, Rochiram Thawani (who had earlier been in charge of the military training camp at Chittor fort) was appointed as the docks captain, and headed a group of about 100 volunteers who received ships filled with Sindhi refugees. 

The disembarking refugees first had their luggage checked by customs officials. Then they were asked where they wanted to go to in India, and were given a coupon for free railway tickets. They were also given free transport to the major railway stations in Bombay city. Given the large numbers of refugees already in the city, they were all ‘encouraged and advised’ to leave Bombay. But conflict soon erupted between the refugees and the government. 

One of the first few ships to sail from Karachi, carrying Hindu and Sikh refugees, after the pogrom of 6 January 1948, was the S.S. Ekma of the Bombay India Steam Navigation Co. When it reached the Alexandra docks on Monday, 12 January, there were rumours flying about that there were people on board involved in smuggling gold into India; as a result, the passengers were not allowed to disembark. There were also rumours that the ship’s crew had deprived the passengers of some of their belongings. The police searched the crew’s cabin but found nothing. 

Meanwhile, there was a large crowd – friends and relatives of the refugees – demanding access to the quayside, so that they could meet the passengers. In an era of limited communication systems, they were anxious about their kith and kin after the Karachi pogrom. As the hours went by, and the sun climbed higher in the sky, tempers also rose. The restive crowd clashed with the troops guarding access to the docks. 

Only in the afternoon, after the police failed to discover evidence of any smuggling, were the refugees allowed to disembark. When the passengers came ashore, some of them, angry at having to wait for hours, chased coolies and looted a dock canteen. One passenger was then thrown into the sea from the quayside but was later rescued by the chief officer of the Ekma. Some refugees resorted to stone throwing and a few coolies were injured. Forty persons were arrested, and released the next day on bail.

The next day, the port authorities banned the entry of unauthorised persons in the docks, when refugee ships from Karachi docked there. It was also decided that Muslims bound for Pakistan would not board their ship on the same day that Hindus and Sikhs from Karachi disembarked. 

However, on the following day, 14 January, a crowd of about 400 people gathered at the entrance to the docks. These were mostly Sindhi refugees who had come to receive their relatives and friends aboard the S.S. Karagola and S.S. Dumra, which had arrived that morning from Karachi. A few held permits but the majority did not and their entry was barred. Some tried to smuggle themselves into the docks inside empty trucks belonging to naval contractors and relief organisations, but the police discovered them and threw them out. As the crowd grew restive, and then tried to force their way into the Alexandra docks, about a dozen policemen tried to hold them at bay, and made four lathi charges. The crowd destroyed a paan shop in their stampede, and traffic was held up for two hours. Finally, police reinforcements arrived and chased away the crowd. One person was arrested for disorderly behaviour.

There were other instances of conflict as well. As refugees began pouring in, many did not want to leave Bombay city. After being taken to the railway station, they would leave their luggage there and venture out in search of a house or livelihood. The authorities found that ‘it was usual to return daily a hundred unused railway tickets issued to absentee refugees.’2 Transit camps became full to overflowing with refugees who did not want to move on. At the transit camp at Dhariastan in Bombay, refugees were allowed to stay only for 48 hours. When many flouted this rule, the camp authorities threatened to call the police, in order to evict them. 

On 18 February 1948, the responsibility for refugees arriving in Bombay was transferred from the government of Bombay to the directorate of evacuation under the Government of India, which had till then focused on the evacuation of Hindus and Sikhs from Pakistan. The director of evacuation was a Sindhi himself, Lt Col M. T. Gulrajani. This arrangement, however, did not work out, and by mid-June 1948, the responsibility for Sindhi refugees was returned to the governments of Bombay and other states, which then set up their own departments of relief and rehabilitation.

Many destitute Sindhi refugees, who did not want to leave Bombay city, began to live at the Alexandra docks itself, as illegal squatters. Kewalsingh Dohit, a Labana Sikh, recalls, ‘When we reached Bombay, we spent about 10 to 12 days living on the docks. We just stayed there like sheep and goats. But at least we were in Hindustan.’3 

This squatting was deeply resented by the port trust authorities, the state and the general public, and was seen as a menace to public health and safety since the refugees were living there allegedly ‘under the most insanitary conditions’. In February 1948, The Times of India reported: 

Taking advantage of the large number of refugees in the docks, over a thousand “goondas” moved freely there… They not only deprived the refugees of their belongings but committed thefts of articles in the warehouses.4

There were allegations that the refugees themselves had begun to pilfer various packing materials lying in the docks and use them as fuel. These refugees had refused offers of transport to refugee camps in other parts of India; they had insisted on staying put in order to be as close as possible to the city and its opportunities for livelihood. When Lt Col M. T. Gulrajani took over as the director of evacuation, he decided not to let fresh arrivals from Sindh remain in the docks for more than 24 hours. However, fresh refugees arriving from Sindh almost daily put paid to this venture. Efforts to clear them from the area were repeatedly made; in January, March and April 1948, they were forcibly taken to refugee camps. But many refugees went to Kalyan camp ‘under protest’ only to find that living conditions there were also inadequate. Evidently, the state was unconcerned that the same refugees would continue to live in unsanitary conditions in the camp: it appeared to be more concerned that they should be out of sight. The Bombay government, predictably, denied all allegations that the refugees had been ‘dragged’ to Kalyan camp by threat of force by the police. In April 1948, there were still complaints that there were 4,000 refugees squatting on the railway platform at the Mole Station and in two sheds in the Alexandra dock. They were allegedly stealing plywood and other packing material lying in the vicinity, and using this as fuel. Refugees were still there in mid-September 1948, believed to be pilfering milk tins and other foodstuffs stocked in the sheds at the docks.

Rajasthan

The other approach to India was by train. The metre-gauge trains, which originated at either Hyderabad (Sindh) or at the branch line of Mirpur Khas, and ran across the Thar Desert were those of the Jodhpur State Railway, colloquially known as Raja Ji Gaadi, or ‘The King’s Train’. These often terminated at Pali, Marwar Junction or Jodhpur, and transit camps were set up in these places. The Sindhi refugees were subsequently moved out to other, more permanent camps, or to cities of their choice. S. K. Kirpalani, the then secretary of the ministry of relief and rehabilitation, recalls the difficulties in setting up a transit camp at Marwar Junction in order to ensure the smooth running of the ‘refugee special’ trains and the timely evacuation of Hindus from Sindh:

The Ministry recognised that language difficulties practically enforced the recruitment of a large number of officers from amongst Sindhis, and that too without any loss of time. I had to badger and press into immediate service every young Sindhi man I could think of, whether he was willing or not, or merited a hundred per cent score of fitness. My most valuable officer, the kingpin director in charge of the temporary transit camp at Marwar, charged with the further responsibility of liaison with the Indian Princes in Rajputana and Kathiawar for establishing a ring of base camps and loading them methodically, was a young Hyderabadi Amil officer.

N. T. Gulrajani, later economic attaché in the Indian Embassy at Rome, was a junior customs officer at Karachi when he first attracted my attention. […] I summoned him at noon and asked if he was willing to accept a very difficult assignment in our ministry. He expressed polite interest. Within a few minutes I explained the urgent need for establishment of a transit camp in the Kutch desert at Marwar and other arrangements to be set up in the surrounding area. He wanted time to think the proposition over, but there was no time to be lost. With a stiff upper lip, Gulrajani left by train that very night with a couple of orderlies, an accounts clerk, two hundred tents and a stock of provisions. I had already arranged for supplies to be loaded on the metre-gauge Ahmedabad Mail on the premise that someone just had to go out. Within seventy-two hours of his arrival, this young officer was receiving train-loads of harassed refugees from Sind at a clip of five to eight thousand persons a day. In a week’s time, I had six officer cadets from the new Indian Administrative Service Training School in position under him. This was one of the toughest assignments under my charge at the ministry and it was discharged with capability and devotion well over and above the call of duty. I cannot think of another officer then at Delhi who would have left the comforts of the capital for the rigours of the desert in response to an SOS and have carried out this relief operation of assuredly large dimensions, and done so well.

Two months later, I accompanied the minister on a tour of inspection. The achievement at Marwar was impressive. When the Rajputana tract was saturated, it became necessary to establish a buffer camp at Ahmedabad, half-way down to Bombay, a chain of camps down the line, and a large base camp all the way down in the Central Provinces at the capital city of Nagpur.5

Narayan Malkani had migrated with his family from Mirpur Khas to Jodhpur. Together with some other Sindhi Hindus, he volunteered to assist Sindhi refugees coming to India by train. He recalls serving each incoming refugee two puris and curry in a leaf cup, at Luni Junction, before directing them to various other refugee camps. In his words: ‘It was a pathetic sight to see the refugees totally disoriented, not knowing where to go, and wondering what would happen to them.’6

Since Sindh had not been partitioned and had, in its entirety, become part of Pakistan, there was no part of India which the Sindhi Hindus could claim as their own. Wherever they went, they were refugees and, ethnically speaking, outsiders. Sindhi Hindus arriving in India had three options: to stay with friends or family who had been settled in India before Partition, to go to a refugee camp, or to buy or rent their own accommodation. (There was another, smaller, category of those Sindhi Hindus who had been central government servants in Sindh. When they opted for transfer of service to India, most of them received official accommodation in their new postings. These Sindhi Hindus were relatively more fortunate in their relocation to India, since the government assured them transport, housing and jobs.)

After migrating to India, there was another wave of Sindhi Hindus migrating abroad. In the years soon after Partition, those Sindhi Hindus who had business concerns outside India moved overseas to live permanently. Earlier, these Sindhi merchants living abroad – known as Sindhworkis – customarily lived and worked abroad for two to three years at a stretch, and then returned to visit their families in Sindh for six to twelve months, before returning to their foreign shops again to resume work. Now after Partition, two important changes surfaced. First, the general practice of leaving one’s wife and children behind in Sindh changed for both Sindhworki employees and partners, and entire families began to migrate. Second, since the Sindhworki had his family with him, there was little or no motivation to return home – if there was any home base in India – and his stay overseas became permanent. The diaspora consequently became cemented. It is quite difficult, if not impossible, to enumerate those Sindhi Hindus who migrated abroad from India.

The Sindhworki network, originally based on the British maritime empire, stretched from the Caribbean to the Mediterranean to Japan, from Europe to Africa. Today, thanks to this network and the scattering of the community after Partition, Sindhi Hindus are found all over the world.

Herded Around

Many of the Sindhi Hindus who had migrated to India before the Karachi riots were generally those who had exercised a relatively greater freedom of choice in doing so. As a result, they were in a better position to liquidate their assets in Sindh, which consequently put them on a better footing in terms of their resettlement in India, where they also had more of a choice in terms of deciding where to settle. Those who came after the Karachi riots had left in a state of panic. Most of them were not able to sell their assets, or get a good price for them. They were mostly middle class or lower middle class, and from the small towns of Sindh: those who had neither family nor friends to stay with in India, nor adequate means to rent a house or fend for themselves. These formed the bulk of the refugees who were dispatched to the camps, and who often had no say in the matter of their initial resettlement.7

Rochiram Godhwani was a youth of 17, who survived the Karachi pogrom. He recalls that when he and his family disembarked from the ship in Bombay, they stayed for a few days in some barracks opposite the docks. One day, they were informed that they had to board a train at a particular station. The train would take them to a refugee camp, but they were not told which one. The family managed to carry their 30 to 40 pieces of luggage and get good seats in the train. The train started late at night and reached Deolali early in the morning. Godhwani recalls that there were mostly military camps there, with hardly any civilians. Here, the Godhwanis were taken to some barracks and informed that henceforth this was where they were to live. Subsequently, Godhwani and his family shifted to Delhi, and later to Bombay.8

Kodandas Gopalani, who also survived the violence in Karachi, came with his family by ship via the port of Okha, in present-day Gujarat, to Bombay. He recollects his arrival in India:

We had thought that Jawaharlal Nehru had done a lot for us, bringing us to Hindustan. In Sindh, he had arranged for the military to take care of us; we automatically assumed that we would have every comfort here in Hindustan. Our illusions were soon to be shattered.

When we arrived in Bombay, a mountain of difficulties broke over our heads. First, when we disembarked from the ship, we had to oversee everything ourselves; there were no private facilities. The volunteers, the shewadharis knew they would not get paid; their chief aim was to empty the ship so it could carry more passengers. They made us disembark from the vessel onto the docks. ‘Clear out quickly!’ they shouted. Muslims were waiting to board the ship.

Furthermore, we had been made to believe that we would be looked after in India. Those of us who had left Pakistan, we had all been comfortable in Sindh. All of us thought that we would find every conceivable comfort in Hindustan. But there were not even arrangements for food or water or living. 

The volunteers sent us to the Bombay Central railway station. Back then, as today, it had huge platforms, but it lacked the cleanliness and glamour of today. There were plain and simple platforms, with lights – an open area, without rooms or buildings. 

When we reached the platform, the shewadharis didn’t behave properly with us. There were far too many people who had arrived, and the volunteers could not manage. 

We asked the shewadharis: ‘What do you have in mind, now that you have brought us here?’

They said: ‘There are camps, but it will take a day or two for us to arrange for your departure; please stay here for some time.’

In an open area, on the platform – how were we to live? There were ladies as well as gents, entire families – it wasn’t as though we were on our own and could do as we pleased. We kept asking the volunteers for status updates. 

We stayed at Bombay Central, on the platform, in the open. We arranged the luggage in the shape of a square and made the ladies lie in the middle. We slept along each of the four sides, so that no rascal could do anything to the women at night. 

One day went by, then a second, and a third. Just like that. After four days, we got fed up and finally asked, ‘What is all this? Every day you tell us we will get free railway passage. When will it happen?’ We went to a senior officer; we were growing restless and aggressive. ‘This won’t do, how can we manage?’ 

Finally, on the sixth day, the officer told us, ‘You will get free railway passage. You select the camp that you want to go to from our list.’ They named Daund, Deolali, and a couple of others. We chose Daund because it was relatively closer to Poona and Bombay. Deolali was further off.

We took the luggage on our own shoulders – no coolie, no shewadhari, no help whatsoever. Even as we left, the shewadharis ran away, as though they could not get rid of us fast enough. We felt like they had dumped us. 

At that point, I recall, I felt really bad. What sacrifices we had made in Sindh! Yet what value did we have here, in Hindustan?9

Kodandas Gopalani subsequently resettled in Gandhidham. 

In 1947 Nathurmal Chotrani was a young man of 22, from Deparja in Central Sindh. He sailed to Bombay with his family of six – his mother, his wife and his infant son, his brother and his brother’s wife. He recalls that when they arrived at the Alexandra docks, they initially planned to visit his cousin who had settled in Bombay well before Partition. They were, however, summarily told by the police and the Congress volunteers at the docks that they were not allowed to enter the city; they could only go straight from the docks to the railway station. After being given a full meal, the Chotranis were taken to the station, where they were asked where they wanted to go. Chotrani asked a few Sindhis nearby who said they were going to Ajmer, so he too told the volunteers that he and his family would go to Ajmer. He resettled there permanently.10 

Many respondents, such as Rochiram Godhwani, report that they had no idea where they were being taken; they were simply put on a train, and discovered their destination only when they reached it. Still others – like Nathurmal Chotrani – describe how arbitrarily they decided on their initial destination. In some cases, even if they did not want to go where the local authorities intended to take them, they were nevertheless taken there forcibly. Rita Kothari also reports:

The refugees from Bhavnagar were asked to go to Palitana, but they did not want to. According to a Gandhian social activist in charge of organising voluntary services, “We had to forcibly send them to Palitana. We threatened to discontinue their rations.”11

U. T. Thakur also arrives at similar conclusions from his analysis of the Sindhi Hindu refugee township of Bairagarh, which had earlier been a large British prisoner-of-war camp outside Bhopal. According to him, the population of the town in 1954 was 12,000. Of these,  80 per cent did not choose to come there; they were sent by the Government of India ‘in pursuance of its policy of dispersal of the displaced population from camps.’ The remaining 20 per cent went to Bairagarh either looking for business or jobs, or because their relatives had already gone there.12

The Sindhi Hindus also had no choice about when they could leave for the refugee camp. Often, like Kodandas Gopalani and his family, they would spend a few days in the transit camps, or have their whole families sitting grouped around their luggage on pavements, station platforms or docksides, until social workers could organise their departure. Not all Sindhi refugees went meekly, however. Papan Panjabi was a young boy of 21 in 1947, studying at the S. C. Shahani Law College in Karachi. He migrated to Bombay with his mother and elder brother in January 1948 after the Karachi pogrom. He recollects living in a transit camp in Bombay, called Kanji Khetwadi. It was full of Sindhi refugees and their possessions. At night, since there was no place to sleep inside, Panjabi and other men would sleep on the footpath. One or two months after arriving in Bombay, Papan Panjabi became a welfare officer, and was assigned two volunteers, also Sindhi refugees, to help him. These volunteers escorted trains, with about 1000-1200 Sindhi refugees each, to various refugee camps across Western India. Since the trains usually departed from the docks early in the morning, Panjabi and his helpers used to sleep near the docks, in the open. In four months, they escorted about six or seven trains. These trains did not follow specific timings. Regular trains would get preference, thus delaying the refugee trains. A journey that normally took 18 hours would get stretched to 28 hours. Papan Panjabi recalls:

We would carry water and food for the Sindhi refugees with us, but would inevitably run out of supplies. The refugees thought that because they were ‘refugees’, they were VIPs. They would get angry and frustrated. They would demand: ‘Why are we not getting food?’ At one small station, they threatened to loot the food stalls, and they actually did so!13

By mid-March 1948, the inflow of Hindu refugees from Sindh into India had intensified, with 2,000 Sindhis leaving daily by ship and train; this number would rise to 3,000 by mid-April. By the end of 1947, however, the refugee camps in Bombay had already become full, and Sindhi Hindus headed for Bombay found themselves shipped out to other camps nearby in Deolali, Pimpri and Daund. Ships sailing from Karachi were often diverted to Kathiawar ports such as Okha and Porbandar. When Kathiawar, too, was deemed to have ‘reached saturation point’, the Sindhis were diverted further to the Central Provinces.14 

Thanks to the ‘saturation’ of Bombay, many were not given the freedom to enter the city, as Nathurmal Chotrani and others testify. It is not clear whether there was an official decision taken to bar Sindhi refugees from entering the city of Bombay when they disembarked at the docks. It appears that, unofficially at least, there was a consensus among various authorities, such as the municipality, the dock authorities and the ministry of relief and rehabilitation that, in order to avoid the concentration of large numbers of refugees in Bombay, they should be dispersed further afield.

Refugee Camps

Many of the camps used to house Partition refugees were erstwhile military camps set up by the British during World War II. 

In mid-January 1948, the Government of India had also requested princely states like Baroda, Jodhpur, Jaipur, Bikaner, Udaipur and Indore to set up refugee camps for the incoming Sindhi Hindus; the costs of these were to be reimbursed by the centre. Later, other princely states such as Bhavnagar and Jamnagar also pitched in by setting up camps. According to Atmaram Kulkarni, the princely state of Jodhpur was assisted by the RSS in helping to resettle the Sindhi refugees.15 According to the Sindhi sociologist, U. T. Thakur, refugee camps were opened in Marwar, Pali, Ahmedabad, Ratlam and Khandwa in addition to those in the princely states. 

In many cases, these refugee camps were located outside the cities, where large tracts of open space were available. This was also done with the intention of reducing the chances of the Sindhi Hindu refugees (several of whom were already communally charged) influencing the local population or coming into conflict with local Muslims, as also diminishing (to a certain extent) the strain on the city’s amenities by the sudden jump in population.

Accommodation in these camps was in the barracks, generally large long halls, which were then subdivided into 12 spaces, with each space earmarked for a family. Initially, there were no walls to subdivide the barracks, and the refugees were obliged to use curtains of saris or gunny bags as screens, which afforded scant privacy or security. 

Moreover, most of the British troops had departed by the middle of 1946, which meant that, by the time Sindhi Hindu refugees arrived at these camps in late 1947 or early 1948, the buildings, which had not been maintained in the interim, were in a sorry state. Dilapidated as they were, these barracks became overcrowded.

Where barracks were either not available or not sufficient, the government was obliged to set up tented camps, as did the various princely states. The camp at Pimpri, outside Poona, was a combination of barracks and cowsheds. Other camps, like the one at Powai in Mumbai, were a combination of barracks and tents. These tents offered little protection against the winter cold (especially outside Bombay city), and were extremely hot in summer. But what the refugees dreaded most was the monsoon. Where tents proved to be inadequate, refugees were compelled to sleep out in the open. Bathrooms and toilets were common, and several refugees were obliged to use the jungles nearby. There were no kitchens, and cooking was often done outside, in the verandas.

There is considerable silence on camp life in the autobiographies and memoirs of various Sindhi writers who lived through Partition, especially among those who later moved away from the camps. Most writers have chosen to mask their personal experiences through fiction. Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan also writes about her Sindhi Hindu respondents’ ‘urgent desire to distance themselves from the refugee camps’ during her interviews with them.16

The writer, Motilal Jotwani was a young boy of 11 at the time of Partition. In his autobiography, Jotwani refers to various incidents that took place while he was living in refugee camps at Deolali and Dhulia, but does not describe the camps themselves. He sums up camp life in one sentence: ‘Can the whole truth about how we lived our lives in the purusharthi camps17 at Deolali and Kumarnagar Dhulia ever be conveyed?’18

After Partition, the writer Arjan ‘Shad’ Mirchandani migrated from Karachi to India in search of Mohini, then his fiancée, and later his wife. Although Arjan ‘Shad’ started life as an excise inspector, he ultimately became a college professor. When asked about his experiences in Kalyan camp, Arjan ‘Shad’ changed the subject several times. Finally he described it as ‘hell’. The camp was for him, ‘terrible, horrible, shocking.’ Arjan ‘Shad’ describes briefly his time in Kalyan camp, which later became known as Ulhasnagar:

We came here, to Ulhasnagar. I became a professor in Khalsa College [in Matunga]. I had to get up very early in the morning. Lectures would begin at seven o’clock in those days. I would have to leave at five by train. But I needed a couple of hours to get ready. I would take a lot of time. So when would I wake up? You can do the maths. 

You must remember, at night, when I’d come back, I’d have extracurricular activities to participate in; I used to direct plays. So I would get just two or three hours of sleep. 

To reach the station in the morning in the monsoons would be especially dangerous. There’d be rain all around. There used to be a small bridge on the Ulhas river, but it used to get completely submerged. And there wasn’t anything, no railings, to hold on to with one’s hands, nothing at all. And there was a crematorium next door… such was the life I saw. 	

Then my son was born, after about a year or so. The moment he was born, I said, ‘Nothing doing. What kind of life is there in this camp for children? What kind of habits will he pick up? What kind of atmosphere will he grow up in?’ Do you understand? Everything was common, shared! The outhouse was common and we were all dumped in one room. The room was very big. But not big enough for a whole family! My family – my parents, my brother, his wife and their son – later got another room nearby, after two or three years. But at that time, we were all in the same space. 

I did not like to bathe in the common bathrooms with half-doors. So I used to bathe in my own room, with curtains, etc. It was terrible, there was no privacy, you cannot imagine… anyway, I was terrified at the prospect of my son being brought up here in this atmosphere. 

So I went one station further away, beyond Ulhasnagar, to Ambarnath. A nice suburb.19

Arjan ‘Shad’ later moved with his family from Ambarnath back to Ulhasnagar only when he was able to rent a bungalow, where he and his family stayed for a year. Subsequently, they shifted to Bombay. 

After the Karachi pogrom, the writer Mohan ‘Kalpana’ came to live at Kalyan camp, where his father had set up shop a few years before, selling provisions to British troops. He witnessed the transformation of an erstwhile garrison town into a refugee camp. Mohan ‘Kalpana’ describes the reality of Kalyan camp:

Having left behind their lands and properties, their businesses and their wealth, their loves and their attachments, their cities, villages, lanes, neighbourhoods, neighbours, clothes, wells, trees, their breath and their dreams, these people had been stuffed into this place where no building was more than 20 feet long; a jungle of melancholy, a city of stables, where there was only one main road, and the rest was desolation and ruins. There were no houses, no gardens, no cinemas, no post and telegraph offices, no railway stations, no buses, and no schools or colleges or gymnasiums. These people who, instead of taking knives in their hands, had taken their bags and had departed from Sindh – they were cloistered in barracks without dividing walls. Threading needles, they made curtains out of torn gunny sacks; their hopes and loves were exposed and aired through the rents and holes. When the British had their cantonment in the area, there were dance halls, clubs and cinemas; now in the fields nearby, there were smashed champagne and Black Knight bottles, broken guns, jeeps, cartridges, obscene pictures, cartoons, magazines, chairs, benches and torn pictures of Jesus Christ.20

Kalyan Camp

Possibly the biggest refugee camp for Sindhi Hindus, Kalyan camp was initially set up as a transit camp for the British military, 36 miles from Bombay. Although S. K. Patil, the president of the Bombay Province Congress Committee, had suggested that Kalyan be used to house refugees from Sindh in mid-January 1948, it was only in April 1948 that the central government handed over charge of this camp to the Relief and Rehabilitation Department of Bombay Province to house the thousands of Sindhi refugees that were still pouring into the city.

The barracks at Kalyan camp were divided into six sections, using the old military names, which are still in use today: Sections 1 through 5, and the OT (Officers’ Transit) Section. According to one account, this last section, which had been used by officers and not by regular soldiers, was in a better condition than the others, and also contained some good-quality Burma teak furniture. Consequently, housing in the OT Section – and the furniture there – was quickly appropriated by influential Sindhis.21

At the time of Partition, Chandulal Nagindas Vakil was a professor of Economics at Bombay University. In mid-1948, when T. M. Advani, the then acting principal of the D. J. Sind College in Karachi, was trying to set up Jai Hind College in Bombay, Vakil gave Advani and his new college a great deal of help and cooperation. Vakil also served as an educationist on the managing board of Jai Hind College for some years, and initially, while the college did not have any premises of its own, the board held its meetings in Vakil’s office at Bombay University. Vakil, together with Perin Cabinetmaker, then a lecturer in Sociology at Bombay University, conducted a survey of 240 families of Sindhi refugees at Kalyan and Punjabi refugees at Sion-Koliwada in 1952-53, on behalf of the Ministry of Education. The majority of the families interviewed were Sindhi.22

Vakil and Cabinetmaker tell us that in Kalyan camp, there were 1,175 barracks for about 80,000 people. A camp which had been built for 25,000 persons now housed 25,000 families. Accommodation was either in the barracks, each of which was approximately 20x20 square feet, or in halls (60x80 square feet), which were then sub-divided into individual spaces for each family. These divisions were made by hanging saris or gunny sacks on wires. Many families, with an average size of six persons per family, were living in one room of less than 100 square feet; often, these refugees had to share their accommodation with total strangers. 

Such congestion played havoc with the personal lives of the immigrants. There was no sense of seclusion for married couples, or for nursing mothers. The gunny bag and sari screens were hardly adequate for privacy or as security against thefts. As Vakil and Cabinetmaker put it, ‘[the] lack of privacy encourages constant quarrels and loose morals.’23 In some cases, given the shortage of space, families were obliged to break up, with different members living in different parts of the camp, or even across the length of Bombay.

The camps were in poor-quality buildings, with broken walls, roofs without tiles, doors falling off their hinges, and damaged windows. Some tenements did not have enough windows , and a few, no doors. In other accommodations, like large halls, when charcoal fires were lit to prepare evening meals, the entire area would be enveloped in a cloud of smoke. 

Furthermore, the electrical fittings of many barracks were in a damaged condition, with several switchboards either loose or missing. Some roads were lit, while others were shrouded in darkness. Electricity supply was cut twice a week in various parts of the camp, in rotation. Even though ironing clothes was banned, since it consumed too much electricity, many refugees flouted this rule. Consequently, government officials came on regular rounds to check electric meters for the use of irons.

Housing and living conditions were the prime source of the refugees’ stress: 70 per cent were unhappy with their accommodation because of the extreme congestion, and the lack of privacy, space, air, and light. 

But the most distressing part of the camp was the ‘acute shortage of water-supply and appallingly insanitary conditions.’24 In one instance, one tap had to be shared by at least 250 persons. The common water tap was the location and cause of numerous fights, if anyone attempted to jump the queue and tried to fill their water pot first. Consequently, containers of a uniform size and number were introduced, so as to ensure equitable distribution. Filling water was more often than not assigned to women, and the water tap became the venue for socialisation and gossip.

During the summer, the water supply – which was only provided for six hours in the day – would dwindle to a trickle and it would take five minutes to fill a single bucket of water. As a result, many Sindhis took to washing their clothes in the nearby rivers, Ulhas and Waldhuni. 

The camp did have some wells, but they were dry in the summer. Some of these had no boundary walls, and were level with the ground. Given the frequency of power cuts, it was easy to fall into the wells at night. 

The toilets in the camp were in an appalling condition. One latrine was available for 10 to 20 families, while some barracks had no latrine at all. More than two-thirds of the camp bathrooms were in a dilapidated condition, with crumbling walls, tileless roofs, and broken drains. Several toilets did not have doors, and persons using them were obliged to open umbrellas to obtain some degree of privacy.

Due to the shortage of water supply, the septic tanks were unable to function properly. Sometimes, their metal lids were stolen and sold by the impoverished refugees. These open tanks gave off a foul stench, as did the open drains all around the camp, which overflowed during the monsoons – these served as breeding grounds for mosquitoes and diseases. 

Large field rats were to be seen in abundance in Kalyan camp and, according to Vakil and Cabinetmaker, they were so big and ferocious that cats ran away from them instead of hunting them. Poisonous snakes were plentiful there, as also pigs.

Kalyan camp was three miles away from Kalyan railway station. The closest station was at James Siding, now known as Vithalwadi. (The Ulhasnagar railway station came up only in 1956.) Transport was a huge problem. Over time, bus services between the camp and the station and between various parts of the camp came to be organised by the refugees themselves. However, the buses were old and ramshackle, and the roads – full of potholes, stones and litter – were difficult to negotiate. Moreover, the buses would often wait for passengers at various halts, thus contributing to long delays. Sometimes it took an hour to travel 10 miles. Those Sindhis who commuted daily into Bombay city for education or for work were even more affected; they had to wake up extremely early in order to queue for the bathroom and the toilet, and given the arduous commute, they were fatigued by the time they returned home.

The stress of living in the camp, the poor quality of food, the unhygienic surroundings, and the commute to and from the city took a heavy toll on the health of many Sindhis living in Kalyan. They fell prey to a number of diseases, such as scabies, tuberculosis (TB), dysentery, diarrhoea and night-blindness. 

TB was especially rampant. The Government Central Hospital in the camp had a TB ward with 109 patients when Vakil and Cabinetmaker visited it – inadequate for all the TB patients in the camp. Moreover, the TB ward was directly opposite the maternity ward. After a while, a separating wall was built between the two. But this did not block the breeze which passed from the TB ward towards the maternity area, thus jeopardising the health of newborn babies and their recovering mothers. The hospital itself was understaffed and understocked, with insufficient supplies of medicine and lacked even basic facilities such as X-ray machines or TB laboratories. Over time, homoeopathic and ayurvedic dispensaries were opened, some by Sindhi refugees, and some by Sindhis who had been previously settled in Bombay.

With the passage of time, the Sindhis, who are enterprising and fond of the good life, tried to improve living conditions. By 1952, the camp had grown to accommodate three cinemas and one public library; there were sweet shops, teashops and restaurants as well. There were 125 places of worship and the camp came to be home to three daily newspapers and two weeklies. The Sindhis, essentially a community of traders, had set up an estimated 3,000 shops in Kalyan camp, and several small-scale industries. 

Until mid-1949, the refugees lived rent-free and also constructed unauthorised shops and other structures on empty land. On 8 August 1949, C. Rajagopalachari, then the governor-general of India, declared Kalyan camp a township: Ulhasnagar, named after the nearby river Ulhas. Now the refugees were asked to pay rent for their tenements. 

Yet, even after 1949, Ulhasnagar remained essentially a camp and was run by an administrative officer, assisted by three camp commanders (who were in charge of three sub-townships). The administrative officer was in charge of considering loan applications, registering shops and industries in the camp, providing maintenance allowance to those refugees who owned urban property in Sindh (and were solely dependent on rent from such property, pending settlement of claims with the government of Pakistan), considering claims for cash doles, allocating tenements, collecting rent, and considering property claims. Most significantly, the administrative officer was also in charge of issuing ration cards, which essentially determined who could or could not be a legal resident of Ulhasnagar.

As the Sindhis began to grow roots, they also began to illegally appropriate plots in the camp for themselves, and to illegally expand their section of the barracks. This became a source of friction among their neighbours, not to mention with the local authorities. In Ulhasnagar, even today, FSI25 violations continue to be a thorny issue with the state.

Other Refugee Camps 

The abysmal condition of Kalyan camp in the early years was not unique: It was common to other camps for Partition refugees all over India and Pakistan.26 The narratives of Sindhi refugees in Dhulia, Mahgaon, and Pimpri – to name just a few camps – all recount gunny-sack walls, hearths improvised with a brick or two, arduous commutes and an overwhelming sense of privation. But, as in Kalyan camp, what the Sindhi refugees abhorred the most were the sanitary arrangements. 

Janki Lalvani, a young Sindhi woman who had migrated to Bombay from Karachi, came to live for a short while in Chembur camp with her family. She recollects: 

My overwhelming memory of the camp is of the toilets. They were indescribable; the overpowering smell… We only went to the toilet when we could put it off no longer, under utter desperation. There was squalor everywhere but at least the constant fear for our lives had disappeared.27

The refugee camps were sites of several thefts, with Sindhis stealing from other Sindhis. They were also the sites of many arguments and brawls: people fighting for water or toilets, or clashing over barrack space or later, appropriating empty plots in the camp. Sometimes, in camps in Mahgaon and Ahmedabad, the refugees gave vent to their dissatisfaction by accosting camp officials (several of whom were corrupt), and had to be restrained from violence. 

Sardar Nihalsingh, who continues to live in the same barracks in Kalyan camp, recalls laughingly the aggressiveness of the Sindhi Sikhs. He tells us that if there were fights in other parts of the camp, very often the Sindhi Hindus would call upon the Sindhi Sikhs to protect them or to settle the fight on their behalf. According to him, the Sikhs were often aggressive enough to bully the Hindus, throw their pots aside, and jump the queue to fill water: 

The strongest person would win. He would get preference to fill water. The vanias used to say, ‘The Sikhs have dangerous tempers, they will beat us up.’ Later, gradually, we came to know one another, and love one another, and we stopped bullying each other.

At that point though, might was right. If one family had four or five strong brothers, it ruled like kings. We too came to occupy empty plots by relying on the sheer number of male members in our family and our combined muscle power. Neither the police nor the government could do anything. Whoever had strength, had everything.28

There were other sources of inter-personal conflict among the Sindhis in camps. The Amils, the professionals, felt uncomfortable living so close to the Bhaibands, the traders, whom they considered ‘boorish country yokels’. The Bhaibands, on the other hand, found the Amils ‘“foreign” in their ways, and an irreligious, inconsiderate, selfish lot at that, who neglected their kith and kin.’29 Even among the Bhaibands, those of a higher class looked down on those lower down on the social ladder.

There were also instances where the Sindhi refugees clashed with refugees of other ethnicities, and these degenerated into violence or illegalities. In March 1948 the Central Provinces government noted that it was not possible to rehabilitate refugees from Sindh and Punjab in the same camp, as they did not get on well together.

The government appointed officials, from among the refugees themselves, to administer the camps and to attend to various other duties, such as escorting the refugees from the docks to the transit camps, or from the transit camps to other camps. Unfortunately, several of these officials were not necessarily qualified for their jobs. Furthermore, some proved to be corrupt, with bribes being demanded for the performance of regular duties. 

A case in point was the distribution of provisions. Initially, the Sindhi refugees – soon after they arrived in the camps – were provided with free rations by various officials, regardless of their economic status. This included cereal, cooking oil or ghee, spices, fuel for cooking and lighting, milk and milk powder, and vitamin tablets. Sometimes cooking vessels and clothes were also distributed. However, these supplies were often commandeered by black-marketeers (who were in league with the camp officials who received kickbacks), or by the camp officials themselves. The refugees either received adulterated or diminished rations, or in some cases were made to make partial payment for rations that were meant to be free.30

In 1949, the Government of India began to stop these free rations in some camps. Kalyan was the last camp to stop doles, which meant that indigent refugees from other camps migrated to Kalyan. But in August 1949, free rations were stopped in Kalyan camp too. Only certain categories of persons – including widows, senior citizens, invalids, the physically challenged, and orphans under the age of 16 – remained entitled to free rations.31

Corruption existed at other levels too. In the camps, it was often found that Sindhi refugees banded together on the basis of regional affinities. Panchayats based on the town of origin were formed, such as Sukkur panchayat or Sehwani panchayat. According to Vakil and Cabinetmaker, a panchayat would form a ‘common pool’ to help the members at times of marriages and deaths. It would also provide cooking utensils and other requirements for hosting large numbers of guests.32 

The mukhis or headmen of these panchayats came to acquire disproportionate power and influence over their fellow refugees, since the government found it convenient to deal with them directly, as representatives of the migrants. Vakil and Cabinetmaker report:

Consequently, the elders or the mukhis of these punchayats wield considerable influence and they have to be listened to. All the interviewees who are in arrears of rent payment [to the government] stated that they were obeying the orders of the mukhis. The punchayat members are afraid of them and keep them pleased with gifts of money which is the main source of income of the mukhis. They are useful in obtaining favours from the Government such as sanction for loan, getting a ‘permanent’ ration card which entitles the holder to accommodation in the camp etc. This is possible because the mukhis have influence with some of the officers in the camp. These officers are themselves D.P.s [Displaced Persons] from Sindh. We witnessed shady transactions passing between an officer and a mukhi in connection with a ‘temporary’ ration card. Such irregularities add to tensions.

[…] The mukhis exploit their power to exact sums of money from those whose interests are involved. Those who fail to do so are harassed and made to suffer indignities. The lack of integrity on the part of the mukhis, who themselves are D.P.s, creates friction between the Government authorities and the D.P.s.33

This lack of integrity found in the Sindhi officials and mukhis engendered high levels of resentment, bitterness and distrust among the other refugees.

While many Sindhis living in refugee camps moved out to regular accommodation in the nearest city as soon as they could afford to, Vakil and Cabinetmaker also report that they came across Sindhis who had the means to afford a flat in Bombay city, but still preferred to live in the camp because they wanted to be close to their fellow Sindhis.34 

While several Sindhi refugee camps were wound up, many went on to become permanent colonies – such as the camps in Kalyan, Sion, Chembur, Mulund and Thane in Bombay, Kubernagar in Ahmedabad, Pimpri in Poona, Bairagarh in Bhopal – which are known today for their predominantly Sindhi population. However, with the passage of time, other communities have also begun to live in these locales. 

Families Splinter

Many Sindhi families physically splintered in the aftermath of Partition. In many cases, the father and/or the elder sons of the family stayed behind in Sindh to safeguard the family property, while the female members were sent to India. Even after the entire family came to India, there were numerous instances where the mother and the children were in one city, while the father sought to establish a livelihood elsewhere. In some cases, some families were too large to be accommodated in temporary housing together. Sometimes, family members simply drifted apart.

The writer, Motilal Jotwani, recounts in his autobiography that his maternal aunt decided that she would live in Anandpur, while her husband and children resettled in Delhi. His father’s joint family was also fractured, with one paternal uncle in Varanasi and the other in Bombay. Motilal Jotwani’s father chose to settle in Delhi.35

The splintering of families was not always only physical. Living under enormous stress in conditions of crowding and scarcity, unexpected rifts also emerged in families. Mohan Makhijani, the Port Trust employee who had sailed away one day from Karachi on the spur of the moment with just the clothes on his back, went to Delhi to look for a job. Here he recounts his initial days in Delhi’s winter, of how he was given the cold shoulder by relatives and friends.

I reached Delhi on 6 February 1948. It was as cold as hell. I took my trunk and all my other belongings. 

In the meantime, my mother had written a letter to her first cousin, my uncle in Delhi. (My uncle’s father was my grandfather’s elder brother.) They had settled in Delhi well before Partition, and I expected to stay with them. 

In those days it was customary to just write a letter, and arrive as a guest. Besides, the relatives we were seeking accommodation with had stayed with us in Karachi by the dozens. 

When I reached my uncle’s, I found the whole family very cold. My cousin said, ‘Sit, sit, sit. Dad has gone to the bathroom.’

I was puzzled, but I sat down anyway.

My uncle emerged. He had come prepared with an answer. He said, ‘Look, I am sorry, but you can’t stay here. My mother is staying with me.’

I wanted to tell him, ‘Your mother is almost like my grandmother.’ But I bit my tongue.

My uncle continued, ‘I think you will have go to a hotel.’

Now I got the shock of my life. I should go to a hotel? I had never stayed in a hotel before! 

‘Which hotel?’ I asked.

‘There are many hotels near the railway station.’

‘Okay,’ I muttered.

I knew that they were thinking – that if you house a refugee, he will stay permanently. He won’t leave. He won’t have any money. And you’ll have to feed him. 

I had not faced a situation of this nature before. I was really shocked. What was I to do? My uncle had left the room. I admitted to his son, ‘I don’t know anything about hotels here.’

His son said, ‘Just near the railway station. Prince Hotel, on the first floor.’ 

With that, I walked off. I asked them to store my luggage for a bit and just left. My uncle had gone to make me tea, he wanted to offer me refreshments. But I didn’t feel like eating. 

I walked to Prince Hotel. I rented a room, I think it cost me nine rupees per day. I hired a tonga and went back to collect my baggage. 

‘Why are you being a fool?’ my uncle asked, when I returned. ‘Have some breakfast. You didn’t have to leave like that!’

I said, ‘If I have to go, I’ll go now.’ 

My uncle didn’t stop me. 

I checked into Prince Hotel and immediately started looking for a job. I had a friend from the Karachi Port Trust, Parso Shivdasani. At that time, he was the deputy general manager of BEST. He had given me two or three letters of introduction. My relative, Taro Malkani, who was an executive engineer, had also given me three letters. I went to Delhi Cloth Mills and several other places, I walked the whole day, got onto a tram and travelled. Everybody said, ‘You leave the letter of introduction behind, we’ll see what we can do.’

Then I went to visit L. G. Mirchandani.* I had secured a first class in his course in Gas Warfare in Hyderabad (Deccan) in 1942, during the war. I thought he would consider helping me. I sent a slip to his office. He wrote back, ‘At my bungalow, one pm.’ I asked several people where his bungalow was. ‘Somewhere on Bhandara Road’ was all the information I could get. 

You know, one gets lost in Delhi, with all those circles and roundabouts. Nevertheless, with the meagre directions I had, I managed to reach his residence at one o’clock. He didn’t even ask me inside. He stood within, I stood outside. He said, ‘Everyone is looking for a job. You give my name as a reference.’ He was nobody. He was an assistant secretary, a nobody. Nothing came of the visit.36

Many Sindhis who lived with their relatives settled in India before Partition also recall that, at some point, they felt that they had overstayed their welcome. Typical of the ‘common cycle which the relationships between survivors and non-victim benefactors follow’, the host families in Bombay would accord a warm welcome to the refugees in the initial days. The warmth of this welcome would soon be replaced by escalating friction and tension experienced through a trial-and-error effort at adjustment.37 

On the part of the Sindhi refugees, there was tremendous insecurity regarding their immediate future, anger about their past, and a certain degree of ambivalence about the assistance offered by others. On the part of the hosts, there was, as Makhijani described it, a fear of the refugee-guest becoming a greater burden than they had bargained for, in terms of time, effort or expense. 

All these factors, combined with the day-to-day irritations of living in a house over-crowded with guests, and in an atmosphere of acute financial insecurity, often resulted in escalating friction and rifts within families.38
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CHAPTER 10

A New Geography

Bombay

Bombay, the city as well as the province (which then also included portions of present-day Gujarat and Karnataka) was the preferred destination for many Sindhi Hindus, for it was relatively easy to access, being a few days’ journey away by sea. Moreover, unlike trains, sea voyages were relatively safe from attack. Passage by steamer also enabled the migrants to carry more luggage with them. 

Bombay was also of deep psychological significance for Sindhi Hindus. During the colonial period, Sindh had been part of the Bombay Presidency for close to a century, and Sindhis felt a strong connection with the city. Several Sindhi Hindu businessmen also had office branches in Bombay city, and often had relatives settled there who could be relied upon for accommodation. Moreover, since Sindhi colleges were still affiliated to Bombay University, the educational transfer of Sindhi students was comparatively easier in the province.

For those who had neither family nor friends in Bombay, this city of opportunity had its own allure. Bombay was a port and a commercial city, a modern metropolis comparable with Karachi. Many Karachi-ites identified with the urbane atmosphere of Bombay; they could not imagine living in other, smaller Indian towns. Even those businessmen who did not have a branch office in Bombay had faith in the city’s business prospects; professionals believed that their chances of employment were far greater in Bombay than elsewhere. Finally, several people chose the metropolis simply because their relatives and friends had chosen to migrate there, creating a multiplier effect. Many Sindhis living in South Bombay recall congregating at Marine Drive in the evenings where, in an era when telephones were not ubiquitous, they could catch up on each other’s news and meet those who had recently arrived from Sindh.

Kishu Mansukhani was a 10-year-old boy when Partition became a reality. His father had arranged to send all the children and other members of the extended family to Bombay. Kishu Mansukhani recalls:

I clearly remember that we travelled in a ship named Ekma. 

There were about 25 of us who landed in Mumbai. But where do we go from here? For a few days we stayed at my father’s Gujarati friend’s place. As I was young and the surroundings were new to me, I was quite enjoying myself as I had never seen trains without engines or double-decker buses. 

With the help of these good Samaritans and my father’s influence, we managed to get an apartment. It was about 1,200 square feet, where all 25 of us used to stay. It had just one hall, one bedroom and one bathroom and on top of it all the apartment was on the fifth floor. All were family members, uncles, aunts, cousins, etc. All of them were quite young. We had come with our uncle Karamyogi Gangaram, while my parents stayed back in Sindh as they wanted to wind up everything and sell our properties etc.

[…] There were about four to five beds in the house, which were called khatu or charpai. The elders would sleep on the bed and the children would sleep under the bed. My aunt used to wake us up, one by one, from 5:00 in the morning as there was only one bathroom, so that by 7:00 we could all be ready to leave for school. Only after we had left, would the adults get a chance to use the bathroom.1

Lachhiram Kirpalani was a well-to-do paper and printing merchant who had settled in Bombay well before Partition, and had married a Maharashtrian woman. They lived on Forjett Street, off Gowalia Tank. After Partition, Lachhiram Kirpalani not only helped his Sindhi relatives when they came to Bombay, but also helped found Jai Hind College. His son, Heeru Kirpalani recalls:

When Partition occurred, all my father’s relatives arrived in Bombay and at one point we had about 30 people ‘billeted’ with us. We held their ration cards and they had their meals at our flat. At night they were taken in by our friends, neighbours and my mother’s relatives who lived in Forjett Street. Cooking started at six in the morning and continued throughout the day with people having designated shifts for their meals. Progressively, my father’s relatives found jobs and homes, and gradually built their own lives.2

By the middle of January 1948, according to one estimate, at least 2,90,000 Sindhi refugees had reached India; out of these, 2,50,000 were in Bombay Province (which then included parts of present-day Gujarat as well), and 1,00,000 were in Bombay city itself,3 despite various steps taken to prevent the concentration of Sindhi refugees in Bombay. By the end of March 1948, there were 18 refugee camps in Bombay Province, as well as three to four transit camps set up by private organisations. According to another source, by 1952-53, there were approximately 3,41,000 refugees in Bombay Province, including 2,00,000 in Bombay city and 1,00,000 in Kalyan camp.4

The attraction that the city of Bombay held out to Sindhi Hindus became a self-fulfilling prophecy: The large numbers of Sindhi Hindus that had migrated there, including a large section of the upper class, the writers and intelligentsia, as well as political leaders, ensured that Bombay became the post-Partition cultural capital of the Sindhi Hindus in India, which it remains even today.

House-Hunting

Some of these Sindhi Hindu refugees lived with friends and relatives who had settled in Bombay in the years prior to Partition; there are many narratives which describe the houses of these Sindhi Hindus as being filled with refugees after Partition, with living rooms turning into dormitories and floors turning white with mattresses and bedsheets. Those who could afford to do so, bought or rented accommodation for themselves, sometimes paying high rates of pugree.5 

However, Bombay had been grappling with a housing shortage for some months, and in June 1947, well before Sindhi refugees had begun streaming into the city, the city’s municipal corporation advocated taking urgent steps to address the problem. The issue of pugree was also publicly decried. Although high rates of pugree were paid by many persons from various communities desperate to rent houses, the pugree payments made by some Sindhi Hindus inspired resentment from the local public. These Sindhi Hindus – who were middle class or upper middle class, and had some means for providing for their own rehabilitation in Bombay – didn’t fit the stereotype of the needy, dependent refugee. An anonymous letter to the press from ‘A Sufferer’ said:

It does not help the cause of these poor destitute refugees if large numbers of the not so destitute among them are willing to break the law and upset the local market by paying anything from Rs. 10,000 to Rs. 50,000 pugree for a three or four room flat, and even more for shops which they fill with magnificent merchandise and which in their destitution they have managed somehow to bring into Bombay. Local market prices and even those of kerb sweetmeat sellers have soared up against the local poor owing to the superior buying power of hordes of these ‘destitutes’.6 

The influx of so many refugees, and the resulting spike in pugree rates led to the Bombay government passing the Bombay Land Requisition Ordinance in 1947, which evolved into the Bombay Land Requisition Act, 1948. Applications for the allotment of vacancies were invited from the general public. Landlords and tenants were expected to give notice of vacancies, in terms of rented apartments, as and when they arose, so that the Bombay government could then arrange for a new tenant for the empty premises. But it was found that landlords preferred to keep the vacancy a secret, so that they could charge a high pugree to the tenant of their choosing – these were called ‘suppressed vacancies’. To combat this, the Bombay government decided to allot the vacant premises to whoever first informed the government about the ‘suppressed vacancy’ in question, provided he or she genuinely needed accommodation. 

Another source of accommodation was the property left behind by Muslims migrating to Pakistan: evacuee property. In Bombay, as in Delhi and elsewhere in India, the custodian of evacuee property took over this property and allotted it to incoming refugees. In India, however, not all Muslims migrated to Pakistan, but given the atmosphere of communal discrimination, even those who had no intentions of migrating were assumed to be Pakistan-bound; these were India’s ‘intending evacuees’, and the term was a convenient excuse for the state to take over Muslim property and redistribute it. Thus some Sindhis, like muhajirs in Karachi, who were desperate for a place to live, also acted as ‘informers’ for the rent controller’s office or the custodian of evacuee property.7 

In 1947, Mohan Shahani was a young man of 19 who had completed the first year of his Bachelor of Engineering course at NED Engineering College, Karachi. In June 1947, he opted to study further at the College of Engineering, Poona. Mohan Shahani recalls:

Soon after Partition, in September or October 1947, my mother and three older sisters, Susheila, Ratna and Baby, fled Karachi and came to Bombay by steamer. In Bombay, they lived in a Gujarati merchant’s shack on the beach at Seven Bungalows in Versova. The family was allowed to live in a large enclosed veranda by one side of the bungalow.

Later my father, Dr Hotchand Shahani, came over in February 1948. He had abruptly resigned from his position as the assistant health officer in Karachi after 24 years of service, due to the unbearable working conditions. He had had to deal with the victims of the Karachi massacre. Handling those corpses and patients had upset him greatly. He let go of all his dues, which could have come to him after one more year of service, and came to India. 

Still later, in May 1948, I joined my family, after my second year engineering exam in Poona. In the Versova shack I slept in the open veranda at the back, facing the ocean. There were a lot of palm trees. At that time, the area was very exotic, albeit undeveloped. There were literally only the seven bungalows by the beach.

In those days, just after the war, there was petrol rationing and more often than not, the (overloaded) public buses would offload the passengers in the middle of nowhere, citing engine failure or petrol shortage. There was a huge fishing village a mile further north. The fisher-folk would fill trucks with large baskets of fish, en route to Bombay. They were willing to carry a few passengers to Andheri Station, about three miles away, for between 8 annas to one rupee. We were young enough to stand through the journey by holding on to a number of short ropes fixed to the roof. From Andheri we would all travel by suburban train, third class, to South Bombay. 

That period of virtual isolation and hardship lasted 13 months.

Coming from an elite family in Karachi, we were proud people. To live for so long in this shack, to travel in trucks loaded with baskets of fish and take third class journeys daily from Andheri to Churchgate – and back – was not a way of life we were going to accept.

A large number of Sindhis had managed to buy or rent houses in Colaba. While these houses were fairly small, we simply did not have the resources to live in them. 

Because of the severe housing shortage, the Bombay government had passed a law which ensured that any rented flat that fell vacant had to be offered to the government by the landlord. If he did not do so, the house would be requisitioned. Thereafter, the ‘first choice’ of tenancy would be given to the person who informed the government about the suppressed vacancy. 

My sisters Susheila and Ratna decided that they would not look for jobs, for it was far more important to find a good house to live in. The best housing was in South Bombay. They took on the formidable task of moving daily from one building to the next and checking for flats where people had recently moved in or out. Even after being eligible for a particular house, things did not always work out. To overcome this problem, they tried to contact some honest politicians, through whom they could gain an interview with the minister for housing. After failing to put up a convincing case on a few occasions, with a lot of persistence, they finally got the allotment of a house on the ground floor of a building called Amarchand Mansions, near the Cooperage football ground. 

In November 1948, on the very day we were to proceed along with government officials to remove the illegal occupant and occupy the house, there was the biggest storm ever in Bombay. Many huge palm trees crashed and there was much devastation across Bombay. The open veranda of the Versova house where I used to sleep was also wiped out; it quite literally vanished. All transport facilities came to a halt and we were stuck in Versova for three days. 

Finally, we did move into the new wonderful home. The flat was 4,000 square feet in area with a height of 16 feet. The ceiling was ornate and the huge windows had multicoloured Venetian glass. In that house, over a period of the next 25 to 30 years, our doors were always open to all relatives and friends, who could come and rest and stay with us at will.8 

Many Sindhis shifted numerous times before they could finally settle down in a permanent home of their own. 

My maternal grandfather, Dharamrai Shivdasani, was then the official assignee and official trustee in the Sindh High Court in Karachi; he was also administrator-general of Karachi, before he retired in August 1947. At the end of May 1947, he was privately advised by his well-placed contacts that Partition was round the corner, and that he should see to the safety of his daughters. On 30 May 1947, he sent for Sushila, Ratna and Nirmala, his three younger daughters, and told them to pack their bags with their bare necessities. The very next day they would sail to Bombay, where their eldest married sister lived. Apart from his concern for their safety, he also did not want them to lose an academic year. Colleges in Bombay opened in mid-June and the two older daughters would have enough time to obtain admission. If things settled down, the girls could return in October. By then, however, the situation in Sindh had deteriorated vis-à-vis the minorities, and ultimately it was my grandparents, Dharamrai and Sita Shivdasani, who flew to Bombay in October. 

The family stayed with Chandra, the eldest daughter, for two to three months, after which Chandra’s in-laws also came to stay there. There were now 13 to 14 people living in a one-bedroom house, so Dharamrai and his family moved in with his brother who had settled in Bombay well before Partition. There were other members of the extended family who were living there too, a total of 18 people in a three-bedroom house. Sushila had joined Bombay University but found it difficult to commute from South Bombay to the Kalina campus. She dropped out of university. Ratna was studying at Government Law College. During her exams, she would try to stay in college till 8 pm, for as long as the library was open. Then, after dinner, she would study on the landing on the top floor, all alone. There were many people sleeping in each room, and they didn’t want the light on. After staying here for some months, they shifted to an empty house in Sion, next door to their mother’s brother. They lived there for three months after which they moved to their brother’s small rented flat in Marine Lines. This flat had only one bedroom and a bathroom; the family would cook in the corridor inside the house. When Sushila got married in 1950, the family came back to live with Chandra. After her wedding, they got an empty house in Dhobi Talao to use for six months. 

Wherever they were living – at Chandra’s house, at their uncle’s, in Sion, or at Dhobi Talao – they would go looking for vacant flats. By this time, Dharamrai Shivdasani had fallen quite ill, and so it was incumbent on Sita to search for a house. She would spend the bulk of the day house-hunting, and come back late in the afternoon to eat lunch. Government servants would ask for bribes, which the family could not afford. Sita Shivdasani ultimately found a suitable flat in a building in Churchgate, and paid an advance of Rs 10,000 to the agent. However, she was not destined to get this flat – another Sindhi family bribed the agent to get the flat registered in their name. Ironically, this second family had been old friends of Sita’s parents in Hyderabad. While the husband in this particular family argued that he did not want to bribe the agent, that he would not be able to look Sita in the eye again, the wife insisted on having that precise house. 

Finally, after three years, the Shivdasanis moved into their own house in Shyam Niwas in South Bombay in the October of 1950.9

Other Sindhis found other ways to obtain accommodation. Meenu Gidwani (nee Kirpalani) was a six-year-old girl at the time of Partition, and sailed from Karachi to Bombay with her family. She tells us that her father had a Gujarati friend in Karachi, one Mr Bhat, who gave him the address of Hargovind Shah, his friend in Bombay, along with a letter of introduction. Meenu Gidwani recalls:

We reached Bombay’s Ballard Pier and there were many people at the dock, wanting to see how loads of people were arriving by ship. One of the people there was my grandmother’s brother, Dr. Thakur Ramchandani. He was a colonel with the Indian Army. He had come casually to see what was happening and he was shocked to see his sister and the whole family there. He had a flat in Colaba and he took our whole family to his house. There were government people shouting there, ‘Refugees! Refugees! Refugees!’ They were rounding up the refugees and sending them to Kalyan camp. My father said, ‘I am not a refugee. My money will come from Karachi. I am a well-off person, I will not go to Kalyan camp.’ He refused to be called a ‘refugee.’

Thakur Uncle had told us that we needed to look out for alternative accommodation quickly, after the initial couple of days. My father went to Hargovind Shah and gave him Mr. Bhat’s note and requested him to give us accommodation, assuring him that soon our money would come from Karachi and we would leave. [Mr. Shah] said that he did not have a place to offer us but he could offer us a godown near Fort market.

It had a very long terrace on the first floor, attached to the two-room flat, and there was an attic upstairs. He was using it as a godown. There were huge rats there, the size of cats and there were hollows in the walls filled with lakhs of bugs. He removed the crates. My father got the flat plastered and painted, converted it into a nice clean flat and made it into a livable place. We used to sleep on the floor. […]

Dad’s heels used to be bitten by big rats at night. He would not even feel their nibbling at his heels until the morning when he would see the heels red with blood. Sometimes, centipedes crawled around his heels.

Somehow, we beautified the place and made it into a lovely home. We even got rid of those dangerous pests. […] Dad suffered a nervous breakdown and became short-tempered for some time, since he alone, a young man, had to look after his family and work at so many different things at the same time. Earlier, he had gone to Calcutta from Karachi and had learnt to manufacture pesticides and disinfectants. Soon he started his business and we lived a decent life.10

The Kripalani family shifted to a flat in the better neighbourhood of Colaba. Meenu Gidwani continued to live in Bombay after she got married.

Being an enterprising community, the Sindhis began constructing their own homes. When Sindhis first came en masse to Bombay after Partition, buildings were generally owned by a single owner, and apartments were leased out to various people. Although the first cooperative housing society was established in Gamdevi for the Chitrapur Saraswat Brahmin community by Rao Bahadur S. S. Talmaki in the early 20th century, it has become a Sindhi legend that the cooperative housing society was a new concept invented by the community in the city of Bombay. It is true though that, over time, the Sindhis – some of whom could afford to own an apartment but not an entire building – contributed significantly to popularising the cooperative housing society in Bombay.

In 1950, the businessman and philanthropist, Bhagwansing Advani, set up the Shyam Niwas group of buildings (and later Nanik Niwas) at Warden Road in Bombay. This housing society was originally intended to be built in Karachi; after Partition, it was constructed in Bombay instead. Other buildings constructed by Sindhis in the years soon after Partition included Sind Chambers and Mohini Mansions and several others at Colaba. The first Navjivan Society – mainly intended for Sindhi refugees – was set up in Mahim in 1959; subsequently, other Navjivan Societies came up in Matunga, Chembur, Lamington Road and Vile Parle. These were largely the brainchild of Jethi Sipahimalani, the Congress worker, who had been the deputy speaker in the Sindh Assembly, and later became the deputy speaker of the Vidhan Sabha in Bombay. Over the years, Sindhis have made a name for themselves in the construction industry in Bombay.

Gandhidham: A ‘New Sindh’

Bhai Pratap Dialdas, popularly known as Bhai Pratap, was an affluent Bhaiband businessman from Hyderabad. In Sindh, he was known for his wealth, his appreciation of arts and culture, his philanthropy and his generous support for the Congress and the freedom movement. In late 1947, once the exodus of Hindus from Sindh had started (albeit on a small scale), Bhai Pratap was seized with the idea of finding a homeland for Sindhis in India. According to the writer Gulab Gidwani, he was inspired by the Jews and their determination to have their promised land. 

Bhai Pratap had heard that, after much research, a Scottish engineer had suggested that Kandla be developed as a port, and had even submitted development plans to the colonial government. Bhai Pratap had noted down the Scottish engineer’s name and asked the manager of his London office, Kishinchand Malkani11 to locate this person. Subsequently, he entered into a detailed correspondence with this Scottish engineer, who then sent him his report together with maps of Kandla. These papers strengthened his resolve. Kutch was under-populated, and with a language, climate and terrain similar (since contiguous) to Sindh. The port of Kandla, then much smaller than it is today, was viewed as a potential substitute for Karachi. 

Then Bhai Pratap, with Dr Choithram Gidwani and Mrs Talibai Daulatram (Jairamdas Daulatram’s wife) went to meet Gandhi, to ask for his help to resettle Sindhis at Kandla. According to Gulab Gidwani, Vallabhbhai Patel also agreed to this plan, which was a vital advantage, given his sway over the rulers of princely states.12

At Gandhi’s instance, Maharao Madansinhji Jadeja, son of Vijayrajji, the then king of Kutch, donated 15,000 acres of land to the Sindhi refugees. The certificate granting freeholdship of land to the Sindhu Resettlement Corporation was signed on 29 January 1948 in Bhuj, and a telegram informing Gandhi of this was sent the next day. A deputation of Sindhi leaders called on Gandhi, to thank him for his intervention and help, just hours before he was assassinated.

The Sindhu Resettlement Corporation Ltd (SRC) was formed in early 1948 to set up a township for displaced Sindhi Hindus. It had  J. B. Kripalani as the chairman and Bhai Pratap as the managing director, and a board of directors composed of prominent Sindhis and Kutchis. Shares of the company were issued in a cooperative spirit; no single person was allowed to hold more than 25 shares and the dividend was restricted to 6 per cent. Any profit in excess of 6 per cent was to be used for educational, medical and cultural purposes. In December 1948, the Ministry of Rehabilitation gave the SRC a fillip in the form of a loan of Rs 1.1 crores. Since the concept had Gandhi’s blessings, and since a portion of Gandhi’s ashes were subsequently immersed in the Kandla creek nearby in February 1948, the township was named after him: Gandhidham.

Hundraj Lilaram ‘Dukhayal’, Gandhian and Congress worker, and later Padma Shri, intended to continue to live in Sindh, in accordance with Gandhi’s tenets. However, he was forced to migrate in 1949 for fear of an attempt to assassinate him. In Bombay, he met Bhai Pratap who spoke passionately about his plans for a ‘New Sindh’. In May 1949, the two of them came by ferry to Kandla. 

Initially, ‘Dukhayal’ was somewhat sceptical of Bhai Pratap’s plans; he felt that it had been almost two years since Partition, and many Sindhi Hindus had made great progress in settling down in India. Why would they wish to displace themselves yet again? According to ‘Dukhayal’ however, Bhai Pratap was quite enthusiastic and resolute. He was more than willing to take the risk of floating this project. ‘Dukhayal’ remembers that Bhai Pratap said: ‘You will come, no? I will also come. The two of us will live here.’ Then he laughed out loud, and said, ‘Both of us will stay here, no? We will become 12. Then from 12 we’ll become 42, then 1,200, then 12,000, then 12,00,000. We will build a new Sindh. Paternal cousins, maternal cousins, people will come in droves. We will give them business, jobs, we will build offices, we will start a company. We will make a New Sindh.’

Bhai Pratap offered to pay ‘Dukhayal’ a salary of Rs 500 per month, but the latter refused. He wanted only his expenses reimbursed; he didn’t want to be a financial burden on the SRC. Bhai Pratap agreed to pay him from his own pocket. ‘Dukhayal’ says that Bhai Pratap was crystal clear that he wanted to build the new town at a distance from the existing town of Anjar: He didn’t want the two towns to merge over time.

The two paid a visit to the Maharao of Kutch, whose mother spoke in Sindhi to ‘Dukhayal’. She assured him that Sindhis and Kutchis were one people with one language, since the Jadeja kings of Kutch had migrated from Sindh 500 years ago. ‘Dukhayal’ tells us that the Maharao did not take a single rupee for the land or the assistance that he gave the Sindhis. 

Now, ‘Dukhayal’ found himself infected by Bhai Pratap’s excitement. Being a poet at heart, he began to write songs about a ‘New Sindh’. At Bhai Pratap’s request, ‘Dukhayal’ started touring Sindhi refugee camps all over India, especially in the four present-day states that held several Sindhis: Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. ‘Dukhayal’ says: ‘I’d tell the Sindhis, “We are getting our own land in Kutch, our own state. The language is the same. Here it is: kya hai, kyun hai. Let’s go there so we can hear: chha-chha, chho-chho. We will be next to Sindh, our erstwhile home.’” 

Whichever city he went to, he would personally talk to the Sindhi inhabitants; whichever house he stayed in, he would urge the residents to pack and move to Kutch. Despite his best efforts, however, the migration of people into Kutch was slow. A disappointed ‘Dukhayal’ felt that he had to do something. So, on occasion, he would pretend to cry. People would ask, ‘Why are you weeping?’ He would answer, ‘Very few people are coming to Gandhidham.’ In some cases, his tears struck a chord, for onlookers would say, ‘Dada is crying! Come, let’s go settle in Gandhidham.’ ‘Dukhayal’ says: ‘When people start residing in a locality, shops always come up. Sindhis, by temperament, are enterprising. They started building markets. They began by selling from their houses, then they built shops, then the market was constructed. Sindhis kept coming. This became the new Sindh.’

Hundraj ‘Dukhayal’ spent the rest of his life in Gandhidham, and continued to contribute to its social and educational institutions.13

Workers from the Gandhi Khidmat Ghar in Rato Dero as well as from Kutch Saurashtra Seva Dal were trained for spreading propaganda in Sindhi refugee camps. They, and Hassanand Jadugar, a popular magician remembered more for his folk poetry, travelled to various Sindhi refugee camps and settlements, and tried to persuade Sindhis to move to Gandhidham. Appeals to help establish a ‘New Sindh’ appeared in Sindhi newspapers such as Sansar Samachar and Hindustan. The Gandhidham Maitri Mandal, a social service organisation, was established to help find jobs for the incoming refugees who came to Gandhidham from various parts of India.14

The new Sindhi settlement was envisioned as a triangle: the port of Kandla, the residential area of Adipur and the commercial town of Gandhidham. In 1949-50, the SRC began constructing the twin cities of Adipur and Gandhidham, providing for houses, shops, schools, roads, a power house, water works, drainage, trees and parks, hospitals, bridges, a club, cinemas and local transport. There was also a temple, dedicated to Shiva, by the name of Nirvasteshwar, lord of the refugees. Development was thoroughly planned by several international urban planning consultants. 

However, there were severe funding constraints, and as a result, materials used for construction were often sub-standard. Moreover, houses were given on heavily subsidised rents to needy Sindhi refugees, some as low as two rupees per month. Subsequently, these houses were acquired by the tenants. 

Legend has it that when the township was being set up in the middle of cacti, sand and thorny bushes, there were so many snakes and scorpions in the region that the SRC offered 25 paise for a dead scorpion and 50 paise for a dead snake. The initial grant of 15,000 acres proved to be far in excess of what was needed, and in 1955, this was reduced to 2,600 acres. 

Pritam Varyani, who had survived the Hyderabad violence by the skin of his teeth, had migrated with his family to Ajmer. He recalls how, as a young man in his early 20s, he participated in the building of Gandhidham:

I was living in Ajmer, pursuing a course in a technical institute, when ‘Dukhayal’ happened to visit. I knew him from Sindh; he used to visit our Rashtra Seva Dal branch in Umarkot. He had come to Ajmer to publicise Gandhidham, and he convinced me to move there.

Initially, in Gandhidham, there were just 50 of us, who had come at the request of ‘Dukhayal’ and Bhai Pratap. Only Bhai Pratap had a house, the rest of us were all living in tents. We ate in a communal mess. The place was filled with scorpions and snakes.

Houses were built in Adipur first, and later in Gandhidham.We started building houses at the end of 1950, and then we stayed in these first houses that we had built. They had only four walls and a roof, just one room with no doors and windows. When we ventured out, we’d stand up our cots in front of the doorway so that no dog or other animal could enter in our absence. 

In Gandhidham, I started rebuilding my life. I had left my matriculation halfway, so I completed the examinations here. This city did not have a municipality; instead the SRC had a health department. My career began with an appointment with the health department. I worked there for two years. We would get four rupees a day. It was enough for our daily meals. There were no shops to buy groceries from; every week we would go in a big truck to Anjar to get our rations: flour, tea, vegetables.

All of us, as young men – the youth from Sindh, between the ages of 20 and 35 – formed a youth circle here, the Nav Yuvak Group, in 1950. This was the first social institution in Gandhidham. We helped people get jobs in companies in Kandla, and if they faced problems, we would help them write applications to redress their grievances. We taught children Sindhi, made them practise physical exercises. We put up Sindhi plays for the entertainment of poor refugees. We opened a library. We promoted the Sindhi language and Sindhi art and culture. We had prabodh, or self-awareness classes for children, in which we taught them how to be good human beings. We had a couple of doctors amongst us, who started giving free medical treatment to the poor. Bhai Pratap encouraged us and gave us land for our work.

Bhai Pratap had started the Maitri High School in Adipur, run by the Maitri Mandal. But there was also a great need for a school in Gandhidham. So in 1951, three of us from the Nav Yuvak Group – Bhagwan Abichandani, Subiram Lalchandani and myself – quit our jobs and started the Adarsh Vidyalaya in Gandhidham. We were the teachers in the new school. We took donations from some people, took benches from a few others and secured a government grant to meet half our expenses. We didn’t draw our full salaries. We would take a salary of one rupee per day to meet our expenses. We donated the rest of our salaries to the school to meet the deficit. There was no other way of making ends meet. 

Gradually we established ourselves, established the school, and it acquired a good reputation. In 1955, Bhai Pratap offered to take the school under umbrella of the Maitri Mandal. So we handed over our school to him, and then we worked there as employees. Now it has become the Adarsh Mahavidyalaya and has flourished further.15

One of the families that settled in Gandhidham was that of the educationist and singer Teji Bhojwani. At the age of six, in 1947, she had come to Ajmer with her family from Samaro, in the south of Sindh. Teji Bhojwani recalls her journey to India and her arrival in Adipur:

From Samaro we came by train straight to Ajmer because my cousin had already moved there; he came to receive us. In Ajmer we stayed in Diggi Bazaar, in my cousin’s house; my mother’s distant relatives lived upstairs. They were fairly well off, so they gave a room downstairs to my cousin, and my cousin in turn gave us the veranda. Our lives were lived in that tiny space: cooking, sleeping, talking, everything. 

We stayed in that tiny veranda for three years, and later shifted nearby, to a room that belonged to some Muslims. Earlier, the Muslims’ luggage had been lying there; with the luggage removed, we could use the empty room. 

Around this time, Bhai Pratap sent his volunteers all over, to the places where Sindhis had settled in large numbers. His men urged us to settle in Adipur, the town Bhai Pratap had built. The volunteers asked, ‘What do you have here? No housing, nothing. What if we give you a house, and everything you need, including employment? Will you follow us?’

Therefore, around 1949-50, we made our way to Adipur, by train to Navlakhi and then by launch to Kandla. Free of charge. Bhai Pratap must have paid for it. When we reached Old Kandla, trucks came to get us. At that time, there were no ports; there was little of what you see today. 

Initially, in Adipur, we were made to wait. There were tents put up. My mother said, ‘I will not live here. You promised us houses. What is this?’

The volunteers said, ‘Just sleep here for tonight.’

‘I will not sleep here tonight,’ my mother put her foot down. ‘A house means chaar-deevaari, four walls. Give me four walls. Even if there is no roof above!’

The volunteers protested, ‘Look, nothing has been constructed yet.’

Finally, my mother conceded, ‘Okay, we’ll make do for a night, for a few hours.’ 

In the morning, at nine, my mother and the others who had come with us from Ajmer were brought to an area behind Madan Singh Chowk. Everybody used to call the area 6-walis. There were other localities too: 4-wali, and 2-wali for instance. The number signified the rent. In 2-wali therefore, one could get a house for a rent of two rupees per month. Later the houses were given as a gift by Bhai Pratap to the residents.

6-wali was the ninth in line, the last of nine lines. As my mother walked down the lane, she ventured into the first house that caught her fancy; that’s where we stayed. We worked hard, so we could earn enough to support ourselves. We didn’t want to extend our hand [to beg] in front of anyone.16

Teji Bhojwani’s family had owned a provision store in Samaro but had been driven into poverty by Partition. Teji took up teaching at an early age; she did not marry, so she could continue providing for her relatives. 

It was mainly Sindhi families like Teji’s that came to Gandhidham. These were families that had not managed to settle elsewhere in India after Partition; families living in refugee camps or in the veranda of a relative’s house; families dependent on the largesse of kith and kin.

The concept of Gandhidham did not gain popularity with the majority of Sindhi Hindus scattered all over India. The absence of a wide appeal for a ‘New Sindh’ had its roots in many factors. First, most Sindhi Hindus had managed to resettle themselves – at least to a limited extent – within a few years after Partition: they were reluctant to uproot themselves and resettle in a new place. 

Secondly, Sindhi Hindus, being business-minded, preferred living in bigger established cities and towns, such as Bombay, Ahmedabad, Pune. There was a widespread perception that Gandhidham, in the desert of Kutch, had limitations in terms of its existing facilities and growth prospects. Rita Kothari describes the area as ‘a region of dry wilderness with no industry, vegetation or urbanisation.’17

Thirdly, in those days, access to means of various communication, travel and basic amenities was limited; one could only reach Gandhidham via ship from Bombay or Navlakhi, and water was available only from tube wells. Those Sindhi Hindus who wanted decent-quality houses fell between two stools; they didn’t want the low-quality houses that were built for the more impoverished, and they did not have the means to buy shares in the SRC, which would have let them build their own houses. 

Finally, Sindhi Hindus were not preoccupied with notions of ethnic solidarity, which is why there was no grassroots support for a new Sindh.

Yet Gandhidham did hold out some allure for a limited number of Sindhi Hindus, especially for wealthy philanthropists such as Bhai Pratap. Given that the bulk of Sindhi Hindus in Gandhidham were poor or of the lower middle class – the target of philanthropy – wealthy businessmen who are concerned about the destitute have turned their attention to Gandhidham over the years. The most prominent of these include Murij Manghnani, Ram Buxani, Vikyomal Shroff, all from Dubai, Lal Hardasani from Hong Kong, and Kaka Pribhdas Tolani.

Bhai Pratap, who ran an import business in Bombay, was, however, convicted on charges of misuse of imported goods, and ultimately sentenced to five years’ rigorous imprisonment. In 1962, he filed for a mercy petition before the governor of Maharashtra, Vijaylakshmi Pandit. On re-examination of his case, it was found that he was innocent and had been falsely implicated; he was consequently pardoned and released. The stress and the infamy of the trial took a heavy toll on Bhai Pratap; he became a recluse and died a few years later in 1965.

Pribhdas Sakhawatrai Tolani, popularly known as Kaka Pribhdas, had one of the largest landholdings in Sindh. In 1947, he was president of the Larkana Municipality (and of various other local organisations), and had no intention of migrating to India. However, in October 1948, he was arrested and imprisoned by the government of Pakistan on fabricated charges of espionage. He was released on condition that he migrate to India, a pretext for the Sindh government to confiscate his wide swathes of fertile agricultural land in Northern Sindh. Arriving empty-handed in Bombay in February 1949, he (together with his son Nandlal) built a construction and shipping empire from scratch, at the age of 56. After losing his eyesight in 1965, he shifted to Adipur in 1966 to devote his time to philanthropy, and so he was able to fill the vacuum created by Bhai Pratap’s death. In Adipur-Gandhidham, Tolani set up many institutions: several colleges and hostels, a stadium, an auditorium and an eye hospital and research centre. Today he is accorded the same respect and status as Bhai Pratap for his contribution to Gandhidham.18

Apart from Sindhi philanthropists, Gandhidham also attracted a small number of Sindhi intellectuals, who were deeply inspired by the ideology behind the establishment of a new Sindh. As a result, Adipur is now home to the Indian Institute of Sindhology, a centre for the study of Sindhi language, literature, education, art and culture, with a library, a database on Sindhi Hindus, and a museum. Founded in 1989 by Lakhmi Khilani, Pritam Varyani and Satish Rohra, its explicit mission is to preserve the Sindhi language and promote the oral culture of the Sindhi community.

Today, Gandhidham is like any small dusty town in India. However, thanks to its planned development, it is relatively uncongested. The SRC continues to administer Adipur, and has grown in stature over the years. Gandhidham has become an educational hub, with several colleges and polytechnics, and also serves (along with Ajmer and Indore) as one of the principal recruitment areas for Sindhi firms abroad seeking new employees from India. It is no longer, however, a Sindhi-majority town: Sindhis are now outnumbered by speakers of Gujarati, Kutchi and Hindi.

Bharatpur

When Gandhi was assassinated on 30 January 1948, it did not take long for the Indian government to clamp down heavily on the RSS. Soon it was suspected that the Hindu right-wing leader, N. B. Khare, who was then the prime minister of the princely state of Alwar, had played a significant role in plotting the assassination. The neighbouring princely state of Bharatpur was also suspected of having participated in the conspiracy. In February 1948, the administration of both Alwar and Bharatpur (where the RSS had risen in ascendancy over the last few years), was taken over by the Government of India. In March 1948, the new state of Matsya – which merged the princely states of Alwar, Bharatpur, Dholpur and Karauli – was formed. (Matsya later merged with Rajasthan in 1949.)

Alwar and Bharatpur, part of the cultural region called Mewat,19 had also been home to a large number of Meos, a Muslim peasant community. In 1947, there had been severe anti-Muslim pogroms in both these princely states, actively encouraged by the respective governments. In fact, Bachchu Singh, the brother of the king of Bharatpur and military secretary, acquired great notoriety for the role that he personally played in the violence. According to the historian and political scientist, Shail Mayaram, Partition violence left 82,000 Meos dead20 and the maharaja of Bharatpur reportedly expressed delight that no Muslim was left in the state.21 She notes that, for the Hindu Jats who dominated these states, ‘[…] violence held the promise of swift possession of land.’22 

While many Meos subsequently returned to their homes and farms, thousands of Meos migrated to Pakistan, leaving behind their property. After the Indian government took over Alwar and Bharatpur, it sought to distribute this property (along with property similarly left behind by Muslims elsewhere in India) among the refugees newly arrived from Pakistan. This was done in conjunction with the Displaced Harijan Rehabilitation Board (supervised by Rameshwari Nehru, Jawaharlal Nehru’s cousin’s wife and social worker), which sought to resettle Dalit refugees and other small farmers from Pakistan on small parcels of 10-15 acres of agricultural land in Mewat. They were also offered loans for the purchase of bullocks, fodder, seeds and other agricultural equipment, repair and construction of houses and wells. What is more, the government offered to look after these families for an initial period of six months after the allotment of land. 

Offers of resettlement on these lands were made to Sindhis as well – especially those living in refugee camps – but these offers were mostly refused, given that Sindhis were mostly urban traders, and looked down on agricultural labour. However, many Labana Sikhs – who came from an impoverished but rural background – chose to grab this opportunity with both hands. As Kewalsingh Dohit recalls, ‘I liked living in Kalyan camp, but our elders said, “Let’s go to the villages, let’s go to the villages.” So we came to Helak village near Bharatpur.’23 Although Kewalsingh Dohit now works as a manual labourer in Bharatpur, as do his sons, they still have a house in Helak. In Hakimsingh Dingnot’s family, each male member filled up a separate form, with the result that they each received separate allotments, together amounting to 22 bighas of land, also in Helak. ‘The government also gave us bullocks and money,’ Dingnot affirms.24

As a result, close to about 4,000 such families moved to Alwar and Bharatpur. (It is ironic that while Labana Sikhs from Sindh took over Meo farms in Mewat, the original Meo owners of these lands resettled in Sindh.) A few Sindhi Hindu farmers were also resettled on these agricultural lands.25 Apart from Labana Sikhs from Sindh, Labana Sikhs from Bahawalpur and West Punjab also came to settle in this region.26 The Census of India, 1951 records a total of 23,394 Sikhs in both Alwar and Bharatpur districts, but it is difficult to say how many of these were Labana Sikhs from Sindh, or Labana Sikhs from Bahawalpur or elsewhere, or indeed other Sikhs.27 

Sadly, the scheme did not work out for many Labana Sikhs, for a variety of reasons. Some say that the land given to Labanas was rocky and infertile; other pieces of land had no irrigation. A few Labanas confess that they had no knowledge of agriculture. Still other Labana Sikhs report that the local Hindus eyed the land given to them and tried to interfere – they sent their herds of goats to destroy their crops, committed thefts of cattle, harassed their women, gave loans at crippling rates of interest, or manipulated Labanas in multiple ways so the latter would sell their land. Shail Mayaram also affirms that there was a triangular contest for land in this area between the Muslim owners, the incoming refugees who were allotted land, and the locals. According to her, ‘Sindhi refugees complained […] that Baniyas took Muslim land on the pretext of being owed money, looted property, cattle, houses and other moveable property, manoeuvred the ouster of refugees’ and also spread anti-refugee propaganda among lower class Hindus living in the region, in order to acquire Muslim land.28 Today, however, a few Labana Sikhs are still settled on farms in the vicinity of Bharatpur and Alwar, in villages such as Helak and Musakheda.

Although Bharatpur had been taken over by the Indian union, Maharaja Brijendra Singh, the king, continued to exercise some power over his erstwhile kingdom. Many Labana Sikhs recall that the king helped and supported them, by giving them Muslim evacuee houses, and by allowing them to cut wood in the Keoladeo Ghana (then the royal hunting grounds, and now the world-famous bird sanctuary) to sell as fuel. On the other hand, Labana Sikhs who initially settled in villages near Alwar recall Congress workers giving them assistance.

Dotted with several gurudwaras, Bharatpur has become the Labana Sikh capital of India, for Labanas from Sindh, as well as from Punjab and Bahawalpur. Many of them continue to work as manual labourers, and pull rickshaws in the town. Some Labana Sikhs also pull rickshaws in the bird sanctuary (where motor vehicles are not allowed), and have become expert ornithologists in the bargain.
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CHAPTER 11

The Role of the Indian Government

Refugees or Citizens?

Cyril John Radcliffe, a British judge, drew up the frontiers of the two new nations ensconced in the safety of his office in Delhi, without even visiting the lands and fields and towns that he had divided. Then he fled the subcontinent after the six meagre weeks allotted to him. (After learning of the extent of the carnage that ensued, he subsequently refused his salary of 3,000 pounds.) Yet, the process of disentangling Pakistan from India was an extremely complicated one, which some may argue is yet to be completed. Where were these new borders to be drawn – on maps, on land, and in people’s hearts and minds? 

As Yasmin Khan points out, various critical aspects of Partition were nebulous at the time, and before the people of the subcontinent could begin to examine these aspects, they were overtaken by unimaginable violence.1 One such aspect was the concept of citizenship, in both India and Pakistan. For some hardliners, religion automatically denoted nationality: Muslims were assumed to be Pakistani citizens regardless of where they lived, just as Hindus and Sikhs were presumed Indian. But for many people, the question of citizenship was not so easily resolved. 

These new borders began to impinge – or not – on people’s quotidian lives in unexpected ways. When Gandhi was assassinated, government offices in Pakistan (both central and provincial) remained closed on 31 January 1948, as a mark of respect. Jinnah himself retained his palatial bungalow on Malabar Hill in Bombay, expecting to have the freedom to visit it when he wished. He never returned, however. Yet, in March 1948, when the Bengali leader, Shaheed Suhrawardy made a speech in the Pakistan Constituent Assembly in which he claimed that his residence in India was not incompatible with his Pakistani citizenship, this caused much controversy.2

In late November 1947, the Government of India informed the various provincial governments that foreigners (defined as persons other than residents of Pakistan) travelling between the dominions of India and Pakistan needed valid visas to enter India, as distinct from visas for Pakistan. Residents of Pakistan, it appears, were not yet considered foreigners who needed visas to enter India. Yet, in the same month, when there were movements of troops from the princely state of Jodhpur on the Sindh border, the Sindh government found this disconcerting. When some troops entered a Sindhi village, the Sindh government was not sure how it should react: On the one hand, this did not appear to be legal, while on the other hand, the soldiers had come only to purchase provisions. In mid-January 1948, Pakistanis sending telegrams to India had to be informed by the Pakistan government that it was necessary for them to actually write the word ‘India’ as part of the address. 

Although India and Pakistan became separate dominions on 14/15 August 1947, it was only on 28 February 1948 that India declared Pakistan a foreign country. Till then a Standstill Agreement had been in force, which maintained the status quo in many ways. Only after March 1948 were customs duties charged on goods traded between the two dominions. On the one hand, hostilities raged in Kashmir, and on the other hand, the two dominions continued to trade with each other, with India exporting coal and steel to Pakistan, and importing rice and cotton in exchange. Twenty pounds of paan were flown daily from Bombay to Karachi. 

In 1948, the daily weather report in The Times of India, Bombay, continued to report temperatures in cities including Colombo, Hyderabad (Sindh), Karachi and Lahore, under the rubric of ‘All India Weather’. Karachi cotton prices continued to be quoted in its business pages.

While India had inherited the entire state apparatus from the outgoing British Raj, Pakistan had had to start from scratch. Initially, Indian bank notes, inscribed as Pakistan currency, were used as legal tender in Pakistan till September 1948. New Pakistan-minted coins started circulation only from April 1948. The Reserve Bank of India, too, continued to operate in Pakistan till June 1948, at the request of the Pakistan government.

Given the backdrop of these contradictory developments, and the confusion that prevailed about the notion of citizenship, the status of Partition refugees in newly Independent India was also, initially, under a cloud. On the one hand, the refugees themselves considered that they had made the supreme ‘sacrifice’ – of their homes and homelands – for independence, and felt that not only should they be welcomed as Indian citizens, but also given preferential treatment. On the other hand, the central and provincial governments in India, beleaguered with the strain of the post-war economy and still trying to cope with independence, were clearly reluctant to take on the responsibility of resettling and rehabilitating vast numbers of indigent and traumatised immigrants. 

Although the Congress high command had recognised the need to evacuate Sindhi Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh, anecdotal accounts point to the possibility that the Sindhis were not expected to stay on permanently, and be rehabilitated by the state. Gandhi had gone on his last fast in mid-January 1948, with the intention of bringing about a communal rapprochement. He had agreed to break his fast on the condition that all communities – including those who had recently migrated from Pakistan – sign a declaration that they would strive for communal harmony, and also that India pay Rs 55 crores to Pakistan. According to some accounts,3 when this declaration was brought to Dr Choithram Gidwani for his signature, he refused to sign unless senior Congress leaders, such as Nehru and Patel, first agreed to make a commitment to the full rehabilitation of Sindhi refugees, with full rights of citizenship, in India. Only when Patel gave him this assurance did Gidwani sign the declaration. 

Even while Hindus and Sikhs were being evacuated from Sindh in the early months of 1948, a debate on the Indian government’s role vis-à-vis Sindhi Hindus ensued in the Constituent Assembly.4 According to Vazira Zamindar, there were debates on ‘whether the fears of Sind Hindus are real or wholly imaginary’.5 In March 1948, the governments of India and Pakistan were still requesting minority communities not to migrate. Nehru articulated this sense of confusion when he stated in the Legislative Assembly in April 1948: 

Nobody quite knows who is a Pakistani national and who is an Indian national… Those who are moving from one side to another are for the moment nationals of both or neither… All that you can say is that it is for the individual himself to say what he considers himself to be. 6

By this time, the term ‘refugee’, with its connotations of helplessness and dependency, was perceived as derogatory, and many immigrants disliked it. Many Hindus and Sikhs from areas now in Pakistan felt that they had been born in pre-Independent India and had always identified with India; they did not feel as though they were coming to another country. A more bland term – ‘displaced person’ or ‘DP’ – came into circulation. Refugee camps were referred to as relief camps. Muslims migrating from India to Pakistan were also not called refugees; given the communal prejudices that raged at the time, they were referred to as evacuees, sometimes even if they had no intention to migrate.

Meanwhile, the return of a considerable number of Muslims from Pakistan also engaged the Indian government’s attention. Muhajirs began to return to India in 1948 for a variety of reasons: their difficulties in resettling in Pakistan, the Sindh government’s crackdown on muhajirs after the Karachi pogrom, and Gandhi’s fast and subsequent assassination which cooled down communal tempers to some extent in India, and also resulted in the banning of the RSS. According to Vazira Zamindar, ‘Between July 19 and August 5, 1948, the Indian High Commission in Karachi reportedly issued 300 temporary permits daily to Muslim refugees.’7 Yet this was mostly one-way traffic, since most Hindus and Sikhs did not feel secure enough to return to Pakistan. 

Consequently, India took the unilateral step of establishing a permit system on 14 July 1948 – the Influx from Pakistan (Control) Ordinance, under which no Pakistani resident could enter India without a permit. Pakistan followed suit on 15 October 1948, by promulgating the Pakistan (Control of Entry) Ordinance 1948. (This was replaced by the passport system in 1952.) Citizenship provisions were brought into effect in India on 26 November 1949, two months ahead of the Indian Constitution.

In mid-August 1949 – around the second anniversary of Independence – Nehru finally asserted in the Constituent Assembly: 

Our general rule in regard to the consequences of Partition is that we accept practically without demur or inquiry that great wave of migration which came from Pakistan to India. We accept them as citizens.8

The Role of the State

While Sindhi Hindus had come to Bombay even before Partition, many of these had done so as a temporary measure, and intended to return once ‘things settled down’. The first Sindhi refugees to come to Bombay were those who had fled the Quetta violence; they arrived in September 1947. The Bombay government began to provide assistance to the Sindhi Hindu refugees who had come into Bombay Province, and the city of Bombay. Refugee camps were set up, mainly on the outskirts of the city, where free rations were distributed to the refugees. Around the beginning of October 1947, it was expected that Bombay would absorb about 30,000 refugees from Sindh.9

By mid-January 1948, however, there were about 2,50,000 Sindhi refugees in Bombay Province. Due to a combination of various factors – the Karachi pogrom, the Congress high command’s decision to coordinate the evacuation of Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh and to coordinate relief and rehabilitation efforts in India, the steamer traffic between Karachi and Bombay, and the preference of many Sindhis for Bombay – it became apparent that the Bombay government would have an exponentially greater responsibility to shoulder. Consequently, the central government took over the responsibility for these Sindhi refugees from the Bombay government. The Directorate-General of Evacuation, which had been originally set up in the middle of January for the evacuation of Hindu refugees, from Pakistan in general and Sindh in particular, was subsequently assigned the duty of organising reception points and refugee camps across the wide swath of Bombay Province, Central Provinces, and the princely states of Rajputana, Kutch, Kathiawar, and Central India. 

This meant that the administrative machinery overseeing the evacuation, relief and rehabilitation efforts was set up anew and often staffed by Sindhi refugees themselves. This latter step had two supposed advantages: First, it gave the newly employed refugees an opportunity to rehabilitate themselves, and second, the fact that the Sindhi administrative staff could speak the language of the refugees, and more importantly, could understand their circumstances, and thus smoothen the process of evacuation and rehabilitation. However, the transfer of responsibility did not prove to be very efficacious and in June 1948, the central government returned the responsibility for the refugees to the individual states, when new Departments of Relief and Rehabilitation were set up in Bombay and other states.

Apart from setting up refugee camps, the Bombay government as well as the central government undertook a slew of measures and concessions which were meant to contribute to the relief and rehabilitation of displaced persons. In late October 1947, the mayor of Bombay, A. P. Sabavala set up ‘The Mayor’s Refugees and Evacuees Relief Fund’. A few concerts and plays were also held in the city in aid of the refugees. Soon after, the Bombay government announced that it would relax rules pertaining to admission to schools so as to enable refugee students to continue their education; in February 1948, rules regarding eligibility to appear for examinations were relaxed in a similar fashion. Freeships and stipends were given to students.

Employment exchanges were set up for the refugees, first at the head police office, and later at various refugee camps. The Bombay government appealed to private businessmen and professionals to employ refugees wherever possible (but also urged that preference be given to those Maharashtrians, Gujaratis and Kutchis who had been living in Sindh and Punjab before Partition, since these communities were ‘native’ to Bombay). Similarly, vocational training centres were also set up at refugee camps such as Kalyan, Kandla and Gandhinagar (in Bhopal state). In January 1948, after Dr Choithram Gidwani and J. B. Kripalani had lobbied with the Congress high command, the Bombay government relaxed its rules regarding employment in the provincial services so as to include refugees from Pakistan. Similarly, membership rules were relaxed by the Bombay Bar Council so that advocates from Sindh could also practise in Bombay. 

The central government set up the Rehabilitation Finance Administration, to offer loans to refugees so as to enable them to resettle themselves in small trades or professions. (According to Sucheta Kripalani, then the general secretary of the Central Relief Committee, the conditions on which these loans were disbursed were ‘very stringent and harassing’.10) Refugee contractors applying for government contracts were permitted to furnish personal securities in lieu of the usual securities. The central government waived stamp duty on indemnity bonds for missing scrips of stocks and bonds. The far-reaching impact of these various measures can be seen in the narratives of numerous Sindhi Hindus. They speak of receiving vocational training (which continued to help them in their careers), obtaining employment in the government, and being allowed to resume their education despite the great upheaval in their lives. 

In September 1948, an Advisory Board, consisting of prominent Sindhis, was set up to advise the Bombay government on the rehabilitation of Sindhis. By mid-1949, according to one report, there were over 70,00,000 Partition refugees in India, and the Government of India had spent Rs 29 crores on them.11 Later, according to the First Five-Year Plan, the Government of India would spend Rs 90 crores, only on the rehabilitation (as distinct from relief) of Partition’s ‘displaced persons’ and proposed to spend Rs 56 crores more over the next two years.12

The Central Relief Committee, a non-governmental organisation was established by the All-India Congress Committee in 1948, with Dr Rajendra Prasad as president, and Sucheta Kripalani as general secretary, and other prominent members such as Jairamdas Daulatram, Deshbandhu Gupta, Bhimsen Sachar and Dr Choithram Gidwani, many of whom came from refugee communities. Subcommittees were formed in various states. Although it was not a governmental organisation, the fact that its founders were members of, or had close ties with, the Congress, which was then in power, gave it a quasi-governmental image in public perception. The Central Relief Committee had various activities: starting an industrial centre for women, setting up employment exchanges, helping hawkers and stall-holders to get licences, assisting students to obtain admission in colleges, etc.13

While Congress workers all over India, who had earlier been preoccupied with the freedom struggle, began participating in Congress-led governments in their native states, Congress workers from Sindh who migrated to India did not have the same opportunities. Instead, many of them – such as Dr Choithram Gidwani, Ghanshyamdas Jethanand, Jivanlal Jairamdas and Rochiram Thawani – became deeply involved in the rehabilitation of Sindhi refugees in India. Many mid-level workers were appointed to oversee refugee camps, while junior workers worked as camp staff. The senior Congress workers from Sindh performed the important role of acting as intermediaries between the Sindhi refugee community and the Congress high command – the upper echelons of government. It was they who intervened with the central or state governments on important issues such as education and employment, as well as issues of conflict. They also helped ordinary Sindhis get jobs, or houses, or their claims approved. 

Some of these Sindhi Congress workers – such as Ghanshyamdas Jethanand, Hiranand Karamchand, Dr Choithram Gidwani, Kikibehn Lalwani, and Jairamdas Daulatram – came together in Bombay to form the Lok Seva Mandal. This organisation helped refugees find housing and jobs, and also helped them settle their property claims.

Disenchantment, Disillusionment

Yet the Bombay provincial government and the central government as well as the general public had limited sympathy for the Sindhi refugees. Their departure from Sindh was viewed as unwarranted and cowardly, especially before the pogroms in Hyderabad and Karachi occurred. In September 1947, despite the violence in Quetta and Nawabshah, Sri Prakasa, the Indian high commissioner to Pakistan reportedly commented that he, ‘could understand the anxiety of non-Sindhi Hindus like Cutchies and Marwaris returning home, but he could not appreciate Sind Hindus longing to quit their own province and migrate to India.’14

This limited sympathy on the part of the government was largely due to its failure to understand, or even register, the considerable impact of a variety of small and subtle forms of communal discrimination on the lives of minorities in Pakistan – what Gandhi termed as ‘killing by inches’.15 It also gave government officials – already overwhelmed with the responsibility of Punjabi refugees – a ready excuse to not deal with the daunting problem of relief and rehabilitation for refugees from regions other than the Punjab. 

However, even the limited sympathy that the state had for the Sindhis did not take long to dissipate, and some Sindhi refugees began to clash with the Bombay government and the public on a variety of issues, minor and major. There were several reasons for this evaporation of sympathy. First, the arrival of vast numbers of Sindhi refugees – especially after the 6 January pogrom – considerably stretched the resources of the state. Second, the Sindhi refugees, being predominantly middle class traders, wanted to be near markets and jobs, and were not interested in getting resettled in remote camps outside the city or in the suburbs. The state, on the other hand, did not consider their preferences as legitimate. There were also instances where the Sindhi refugees turned violent, such as when strict rules were suddenly enforced at the time of disembarkation from the S.S. Ekma, on 12 January.

Moreover, there were also highly impoverished Sindhi refugees who, driven by desperation, resorted to illegal measures, such as forcibly occupying property – much like the muhajirs they had earlier despised in Sindh. This formed a major cause of conflict between Sindhi refugees and the state, as well as the local public. As early as mid-October 1947, about 500 Sindhi Hindu refugees had taken over unused barracks at Sion Hospital in Bombay. Despite public demonstrations by the refugees, their rations and water supply were discontinued as a punishment, and a short while later the government attempted to forcibly transport some of them to distant camps. This incident prompted S. K. Patil, the then president of the Bombay Provincial Congress Committee, to warn the refugees to ‘conduct themselves with restraint lest they should alienate the sympathies of the citizens of Bombay.’16

Tillumal Menghraj Advani, the then acting principal of the D. J. Sind College, Karachi, had migrated to Bombay in February 1948, and almost immediately started the process of setting up a new college in India with some of his colleagues from Karachi. Faced with indifference and callousness from government officals, Advani was able to transform their approach to one of sympathy and assistance. Ram Panjwani, also a fellow-professor, accompanied Advani to a meeting with a government official. Panjwani recalls:

Once, when he [T. M. Advani] was making a point with a minister, the latter broke in impatiently and said: ‘Why do you bother me again and again?’ T. M. went red in the face. I did not know exactly how he would react; but his reply made me lift up my head in pride. In a low and contained voice he said: ‘Mr. Minister, you are about the age of my son. Had you been educated in Sindh, you would have been my student. It does not matter very much if you don’t do anything for us; but the impatience you have shown ill becomes you. I have not asked anything for myself, nor am I doing anything for myself, for it won’t be difficult for me to get a suitable job in Bombay. But I am worrying about those unemployed colleagues of mine who have placed their faith in me. We have suffered enough. Surely, we are entitled to some sympathy, and not impatience. However, let it be; the fault is not yours but in our stars that we have become the flotsam and jetsam of Partition. God bless you. Goodbye.’ 

His words were a kind of electric shock for the minister. Asking T. M. to wait for a while, he picked up the telephone and spoke to his secretary. A little while later, he smiled and said: ‘It shall be as you desire. It may take a little time, but it shall be done – as far as it is in my power to do so.’ And this is precisely what he did do.17

Morarji Desai, then the home minister of Bombay Province, was also initially not sympathetic towards Sindhis, possibly influenced by the turn of events at Sion Hospital. Advani and Panjwani also called upon Desai to request him to allot them temporary premises to start a college. Indru Advani, T. M. Advani’s son, recalls:

My father met Morarji. It was a stormy meeting. Morarji said angrily, ‘You Sindhi Hindus have no reason to leave your homeland and come as refugees [to] India. We have full assurances [from] Jinnah that the minorities will be well treated in Sindh. There may have been provocations but you should have had the courage to resist these attacks. You must all go back. There is no place for you here.’

My father was taken aback at the outburst. He felt that India was letting down its citizens who had gone through an agonizing experience. He gave his reply calmly but in great pain, ‘Morarjibhai, are you aware that the Sindhi Hindus fought for the independence of India like all others? Some were jailed for long periods and some perished. […] I have come here for the students who are streaming in every day by all means that they can locate. They are desperate. No one leaves his ancestral land unless he is obliged to do so.’ Morarji Desai, like the rest of the Congress high command, was unhappy that the Sindhi Hindus were streaming into Bombay which was already filled with refugees. T. M. Advani warned him that the Sindhi students, embittered by the indifference of the government, might become violent. ‘The time may come when you may find a bomb under your seat… The Sindhi youth has lost its moorings. India got its independence on the backs of the Sindhi Hindus and you do not wish to admit this fact and you are searching for excuses. I wish you good luck and I say goodbye.’ Morarji was taken aback at this outburst… Morarji and my father parted in an execrable atmosphere.

My father was genuinely sad at the turn of events. He had gone through harrowing times at an age when most Indians are already in full fledged retirement. He was full of bounce. What to do? 

[…] The following day, at a time when my father was having his afternoon siesta, the telephone rang and my mother got the message about a call from the government secretariat looking for my father. My mother took the telephone to say, ‘Professor Advani is having a nap; please call later.’ My father, on waking up, immediately called Morarji’s secretary and a meeting was fixed for the following day. The atmosphere was totally different. Morarji and my father gave each other [accolades] and they became friends. Their friendship lasted until my father died in 1967.18

However, in other quarters, public criticism of Sindhis continued. There were also several instances of Sindhi refugees forcibly and illegally occupying private property: at Rajkot, at Malad (a Bombay suburb), and at Deolali, to name a few. In some cases, such as at Rajkot and Deolali, these properties belonged to Muslims. Apart from illegally occupying private property, there were numerous instances of Sindhi refugees camping illegally at docks, railway platforms and pavements. 

This disenchantment was mutual. As mentioned earlier, several Sindhi Hindus held the Congress responsible for allowing Partition to take place. Their subsequent experiences as refugees in India – ruled by a Congress government – only underscored their disillusionment. To a certain extent, their deep disappointment in the Sindhi Congress leaders – for not providing leadership in Sindh, for migrating well before the winter of 1947-48 and, in some cases, for the mismanagement of refugee camps – was also projected onto the entire Congress party. Consequently, they lost faith in the Congress party, and by implication, in the government. According to a survey conducted by Vakil and Cabinetmaker in Kalyan and Sion-Koliwada, ‘Only 27% “liked” the policy of the Congress party. While 32% “hated” the very word Congress.’19

This change in the Sindhi Hindu perception of the Congress engendered a significant change in their future voting patterns, and Sindhis started voting in large numbers for other parties such as the Jan Sangh, Hindu Mahasabha and Praja Socialist Party.20 This disillusionment with the Congress – and by extension, the government – was then used by some Sindhis as a justification for their illegal activities, such as unauthorised occupation of empty plots, erecting unauthorised structures, and defaulting on payment of rent or electricity bills or repayment of loans to the government. In the words of Vakil and Cabinetmaker, ‘This hostile attitude towards the Government is also expressed in the form of disrespect for law and authority.’21

On the other hand, the Sindhi refugees (like refugees from West Punjab in India and muhajirs in Pakistan), expected preferential treatment and viewed anything received from the state as merely their due. Vakil and Cabinetmaker’s survey found that 85.9 per cent felt that it was the duty of the government to provide accommodation to the refugees because they perceived the government as playing a quasi-parental role (‘sarkar mai-baap hai’). Yet, out of a sample of 270, only 18 interviewees felt satisfied with the various measures taken by the government for the rehabilitation of the refugees.22

In December 1952, a meeting was held in Delhi to discuss the status of refugee rehabilitation in various states, under the chairmanship of Sardar Hukum Singh, then a Lok Sabha MP and later the speaker of the Lok Sabha. Various leaders of refugee communities from East Bengal, Punjab, NWFP and Sindh requested the government to take further steps to improve living conditions for the refugees. At this meeting, the government claimed that 90 per cent of the refugees had been rehabilitated; this statement was palpably untrue, and gave rise to a request for an inquiry committee. According to Vishnu Sharma, over time, the government came around to seeing the refugees’ point of view, and Ajit Prasad Jain (who was found in a survey to be the most disliked central government minister in Kalyan camp23) was removed as the minister of rehabilitation. Meharchand Khanna (erstwhile Hindu leader and minister of finance in NWFP) was appointed in his place.24

The general opinion of the government was that the refugees, having thrown themselves on the mercy of the Indian state, were now not justified in voicing, or acting on, their preferences when it came to matters which pertained to their lives and their future. If there was any ‘lack of understanding and co-operation’, it existed solely on the part of the refugees, who were now seen as irresponsible ingrates, who had ‘overstrained the sympathy of the mother-country’.25 This extremely autocratic approach on the part of the state resulted, not surprisingly, in conflicts with refugees of various ethnicities – for example, refugees from Sindh, NWFP, Baluchistan and Bahawalpur; a similar situation prevailed in West Bengal during this period as well. Given the bloodbath in the Punjab, Punjabi refugees, however, received more sympathy and, therefore, somewhat better treatment than Partition refugees from other regions, in both India and Pakistan. 

Conflicts between the Sindhi refugees and the government, whether state or central, began to increase. Most of these conflicts centred around very basic issues: the refugees’ need for housing and livelihood, for instance. The air of dissent was further fuelled by the state and the camp officials’ autocratic behaviour and lack of sympathy, and the aggressiveness that had been engendered among the refugees by the trauma of Partition.26 

It is important to remember that not all the protests, violent or otherwise, were only for essential needs such as housing, rations or sources of livelihood. In August 1949, the residents of Kalyan camp objected strongly to the naming of the new township as Ulhasnagar – they wanted their new home to be called Sindhunagar, but their protests were in vain. 

There were also other extremely significant protests on the part of the Sindhi refugees, which highlighted their ability to organise themselves as a politicised community, and arrange demonstrations, gheraos and hunger strikes. For instance, the refugees protested against the change of the Sindhi script from Perso-Arabic to Devanagari, which had been put into effect by a handful of Sindhis, mainly Congressmen and Congress sympathisers. This agitation brought about the recognition of both scripts as official in 1951 (which sadly, gave rise to a great deal of confusion, and only contributed to the decline of the language). The most noteworthy protest – which lasted for close to 20 years and so became a full-fledged movement – was the agitation for the inclusion of the Sindhi language in the Eighth Schedule of the Indian Constitution. This came to fruition in 1968, when Sindhi, despite not being one of India’s regional languages, was finally recognised as one of the national languages of India.

Bombay Refugees Act

The Sindhis also clashed with the Bombay government over the Bombay Refugees Act. In mid-September 1947, faced with the arrival of thousands of Hindus and Sikhs fleeing Sindh and Punjab, the Bombay government had requested the refugees to register themselves at their nearest police station. This requirement applied only to adult male refugees, who were then to be issued identity cards. It is not clear how many refugees complied with this request.

In February 1948, the Bombay government announced the enactment of the Bombay Refugees Act, which would come into force on 1 June 1948. Earlier, legal definitions of refugees had focused on communal violence, and had not recognised the climate of fear that could be provoked in day-to-day life by strident communal prejudices. In October 1947, a refugee was defined as ‘a person who has migrated into the state in consequence of communal disturbances from the area which now constitutes Pakistan’.27 Now, recognising the situation of the Sindhi refugees, and intending to bring them under the purview of the Bombay Refugees Act, this definition was expanded to: 

[…] any person who has, since August 1, 1947, entered the province, having left his place of residence elsewhere on account of civil disturbances in that place, or the fear of such disturbances.28

The Act provided for the compulsory registration of refugees at various registration centres ‘with a view to maintaining law and order, public health and sanitation, and avoiding a further shortage of accommodation.’29 Now all Sindhi families had to sign up at registration centres, which were set up at refugee camps and other places. The head of the family had the responsibility of submitting various particulars about all the members of the household. Registration was required to be completed within 15 days of the Act coming into effect (that is, by 15 June 1948) or within seven days of entering the province. Earlier, the state had merely requested the refugees to register themselves; now, failure to do so was threatened with punishment for the head of the family. If any refugee changed his place of residence, the relevant registration centre had to be informed. According to the Act, the Bombay government had the power to shift refugees from one camp to another, and even to forcibly remove them from a camp. The Bombay government could also order the vaccination of any refugee. 

While the Act appeared, prima facie, to be a straightforward issue of registration, it stirred up a hornet’s nest in the Sindhi community. The Sindhi refugees objected to the fact that registration was compulsory; that it had to be done within two weeks of the Act coming into force (felt to be humanly impossible for about 4,00,000 refugees to complete in 12 working days); and that all members of the family had to present themselves to the registration officer (which later turned out to be a misapprehension; only the head of the family was required to visit the registration office). 

The Act provided for the registration not only of individual particulars such as the details of various members of the family, but also of the physical characteristics of the family members. Each refugee was obliged to carry his registration papers on his person, wherever he went. These papers were considered the individual’s only valid proof of identification, and the police could ask for them to be produced any time, or arrest the refugee. 

This was still an era when other Acts, which were highly prejudicial to specific communities, such as the Criminal Tribes’ Act were still in force. These factors – the registration of identification marks and the compulsory carrying of registration papers – made the Sindhi Hindus feel akin to the Hurs, a ‘criminal tribe’ in Sindh and, more than the other provisions, gave the Bombay Refugees Act the reek of criminalisation and stigma.

Belonging to a predominantly middle class community, highly concerned about their public image, many Sindhi refugees felt that the provisions of the Bombay Refugees Act were too much to stomach. They felt that they were being singled out from the rest of the Indian public, in a negative light, which would only hamper the process of their rehabilitation. They likened the Act to legislations that aimed to ‘control’ black South Africans (still in the grip of apartheid) and condemned it accordingly.

Moreover, the Act applied to not only those Sindhis who were living in refugee camps and who were dependent on state aid, but even those Sindhis who had had the means to arrange for their own accommodation in Bombay, and had managed to obtain some means of livelihood – even these Sindhis were obliged to inform the police any time they shifted their residence. Hiranand Karamchand, the leading Sindhi journalist and Gandhian, protested in a public letter to various newspapers and political leaders in June 1948:

I am surprised that the Director of Information Bombay in his Press Note, published in your issue of the 15th instant, states that the Refugees were under wrong impression that the presence of every member of the family at the Police Station is required under the Act, for the purpose of registration. But will the Director deny that the authorities of at least some Police Stations, did require every member of the family to be brought before the Police Station, before accepting their registration. If under the Act the presence of women and children is not essential, what steps have been taken against the Police officials responsible for the order that all members of the family must be brought before them, before certificate of Registration could be issued to them. In any case, how are the Refugees to be blamed if they are asked by the Police officials that Registration could be effective only if all members of the families are brought before them.

But how can even the Police Authorities be blamed for putting the interpretation on the Act as it is specifically laid down in the Registration certificate given in the appendix, that identification marks of every person registered are to be noted down in the Registration Certificate, and how can these identification marks be noted down, by the Police officials, without screening every individual concerned. The Director now naively says that the recording of these identification marks is not to be insisted upon, though no such clarification is given in the Act anywhere. It is obvious that the Government has seen fit to modify its attitude with respect to this clause, after realizing the strength of public feeling in the matter. But even instead of gracefully withdrawing the entire clause, it has thought fit to retain the clause, but has only instructed the Police authorities to grant exemption to recording of identification marks of women and children, if the head of the family states that he does not know them. It is absurd to say that the head of the family is not likely to know the identification marks of his wife, children, or ward. But the government wants them to speak untruth, to get exemption from recording the identification marks of women and children. The Refugees, however, object in principle to the very recording of identification marks, as it reduces them to the position of criminals.

It should not however be understood that these minor modifications make the Act unacceptable to the Refugees. There are still features in the Act, which are offensive to the self-respect of Free Citizens, e.g. reporting to Police station, every time, any change in the address, etc. Those who seem to applaud the Act, will realize its obnoxious nature, if the Act were suddenly applied to the non-refugee population as well.30

A large public protest meeting of Sindhi refugees was held at the Cowasjee Jehangir Hall in Bombay on 4 June 1948, where Sindhis turned up in large numbers to demonstrate their objection to the Act. Gulab Gidwani, who was then a young man of 20, had also attended the meeting at the Cowasji Jehangir Hall in Mumbai on  4 June. According to Gidwani, the Sindhis who got themselves registered did so to get into the good books of the government. At that time, he wanted to go to England for further studies. He needed a passport, but could not get it without registering. He says, ‘I felt very bad, but I had no choice.’31

The protests by the Sindhi refugees, and their threat to resort to satyagraha, did not go down well initially, either with the Bombay government or with the general public, although the premier of Bombay, B .G. Kher later promised to amend the Act. According to Gulab Gidwani, the Bombay Refugees Act was not very effective; the great resentment that it engendered among the Sindhis made them uncooperative, and the state, too, was not rigorous in enforcing the Act’s provisions.

In 1952, the Bombay government tried to evict one Sanwaldas Gobindram from the Chembur refugee camp (which had now become a colony), by enforcing an order under the Bombay Refugees Act. Sanwaldas Gobindram sued both the state of Bombay and the director of rehabilitation; the lawyer who appeared for him in the Bombay High Court was then a young man of 29 by the name of Ram Jethmalani, representing the firm Nanavati, Tijoriwala & Co. Justice S. R. Tendolkar of the Bombay High Court decided that the Act was ultra vires the Bombay legislature, meaning that the Bombay state had had no jurisdiction to pass the Act in the first place.32 Not only was the order to evict Sanwaldas Gobindram annulled, but the Bombay Refugees Act itself was also struck down. Ram Jethmalani recalls:

The government thought: Swarms of people have come, they require to be kept in order; they may even hold communal agendas and cause riots. That was the assumption behind the Act. But it was so humiliating; Sindhis felt that they were being treated like animals, like buffaloes and cows. 

Indians have a right under the Constitution of India to settle down in any part of the country. You can’t just remove them arbitrarily.

Gobindram’s case was my first victory. I was a young boy. I had hardly practised for five or six years in Karachi. I had come to Bombay as a raw junior. I had to argue this case. I argued and won. The whole Act was declared ultra vires.33

Charity

As mentioned above, in the initial months after Partition, the government distributed free rations – including foodstuffs and blankets, and sometimes also cooking vessels and clothes – to the refugees. Belonging to a mercantile community, which laid great value on wealth and self-reliance, many Sindhi Hindus viewed the acceptance of relief from the government as charity, a stigmatised form of assistance. To be perceived as unable to provide for oneself and one’s family, to be considered ‘dependent’, was a source of disgrace for able-bodied male Sindhi Hindus.34

As a result, many Sindhi Hindus baulked at government relief.  Dr Choithram Gidwani gave a talk on All India Radio in early November 1947, wherein he appealed to local bodies and industrial and commercial organisations to cooperate with the government exchange office in resettling refugees from West Pakistan. He said: 

It is not to your feelings of pity or sense of charity that I would make this appeal. The evacuees and refugees, though sorely afflicted and uprooted from their hearths and homes, are not asking or looking for charity.35 

As a corollary, being obliged to live in refugee camps was looked down upon by those who could afford to live elsewhere. Those Sindhi Hindus who were financially better off, or who had relatives previously settled in Bombay to accommodate them and consequently did not have to live in camps, still consider it an insult if it is implied that they had ever lived in a refugee camp. Rita Kothari also comments on the fact that ‘campi’, the term that Sindhis have for those who lived in refugee camps, is a derogatory one.36 When the writer, Gobind ‘Malhi’, went to Kalyan camp, and with difficulty, managed to obtain a house for his wife and himself, his father forbade him from staying there. He wrote to Gobind ‘Malhi’: ‘I cannot accept you living in a camp, feeding off free rations.’37

In this respect, Sindhi Hindus were comparable to refugees in other parts of the world. Stephen Keller, who conducted a detailed study of Sikh and Hindu refugees from Western Punjab, reported a similar unwillingness to accept relief and disdain for those who did so. 

While refugees respond with fear, anger and resentment to the relief efforts of others, they are also ambivalent enough to resent the absence of such help.38 Keller notes that the psychoanalyst and writer, Martha Wolfenstein, found the same phenomenon among Jewish refugees (from World War II) in the USA, as did the noted psychologist, Robert J. Lifton among the hibakusha, the survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in Japan.39 

Indeed, not all Sindhis considered governmental relief to be charity, and consequently, something to be ashamed of. For some, it was a service the state owed them, to compensate for their ‘sacrifice’ and ‘suffering’. This sense was heightened by an overwhelming fact: Hindus hailing from Bengal and Punjab still had a linguistic region in India that they could identify with, since both these states had been partitioned; there was a sentiment among several Sindhi refugees that they alone, among all Indians, were denied the privilege of a linguistic territory. 

There were other Sindhis who viewed relief as a necessary stop-gap arrangement. Sardar Nihalsingh, whose family resettled in Kalyan camp, affirms that his family had a relatively relaxed attitude to the free supplies provided. According to him, since their time in India was expected to be temporary, nobody in the family thought of taking up a job. When they were zamindars in Sindh, the Sikhs of Naich used to have sacks of foodgrains delivered from their tenant farmers; now, in Kalyan, to meet their day-to-day requirements, they accepted free governmental rations. Gradually it dawned upon these refugees that their departure from Sindh was permanent.40

The government’s supply of free rations, medical supplies and services and blankets to the refugees proved to be a huge drain on the state’s resources, and over time, as mentioned earlier, free rations were stopped by the government, despite protests from the refugees. For a while, the Sindhi refugees began to receive a cash allowance instead. By the second half of 1949, the doles, as well as the camps themselves in places like Deoli (near Ajmer), Virar and Powai (in Bombay), Karera and Manpur (in present-day Madhya Pradesh) were closed down. However, doles continued to be given to destitute, old and infirm persons and their dependents and unattached women and their children.

Compensation

Property – landed property – played a significant role in the unfolding of events during Partition. It was the prime motivation behind the communal violence started by refugees who had crossed from one dominion to another and wanted lebensraum for themselves. Recognising the value of the property left behind by emigrating refugees, India and Pakistan began a series of inter-dominion meetings, with hard negotiations and bargains being driven. 

Evacuee property spawned a veritable industry: Government agencies were set up to catalogue the evacuee properties left behind by migrating refugees; claims offices were set up to register and assess property claims by incoming refugees; agents and assessors were also appointed to visit the other dominion to assess abandoned properties and verify claims. Often, the claims officers were recruited from among refugees themselves. There was a burgeoning of legislation: the Administration of Evacuee Property Act, 1950, the Evacuee Interest (Separation) Act, 1950, the Displaced Persons (Compensation and Rehabilitation) Act, 1954, the Displaced Persons Compensation and Rehabilitation Rules, 1955, and many more.

Hindus who had migrated to India had left behind considerably more property in Pakistan than their Muslim counterparts who had fled in the opposite direction. Apart from allotting evacuee property in India in exchange for property in Pakistan, in many cases, the Indian government also gave monetary compensation to Hindu and Sikh refugees for their property left behind. This took place in the 1950s and after, and involved a great deal of paperwork. According to several accounts, it appears that urban properties,41 regardless of size or actual worth, were valued at a uniform rate of Rs 8,000 each. Sindhi Hindus who had owned agricultural property were allotted similar lands in India. However, most of them had been absentee landlords in Sindh; they had even less interest in maintaining agricultural land in India; consequently, most of these properties were soon sold off. According to Subhadra Anand:

[…] there was a Settlement Commissioner who received and scrutinized the claims. He was assisted by the Claims Officer. Many Sindhi refugees had brought valid documents of property like ownership documents, etc., which were honoured, and cash was given to them in proportion to their property. But those who did not have ownership documents had to rely on city surveys to prove their claim.42

In the minds of most Sindhi Hindus, there was a clear distinction between accepting handouts from the government – in the form of camp rations, for instance – which was often perceived as charity, and receiving compensation for their landed property left behind in Sindh, which was perceived as their rightful due. This compensation would enable the Sindhis to purchase their own homes and, for those who were living in refugee camps, to move out of the camps into better neighbourhoods. 

Many Sindhi Hindus – who owned mostly urban property – were bitter about receiving only Rs 8,000 for properties worth lakhs of rupees. According to one survey, 82 per cent felt that they had not received enough compensation for the property that they had left behind.43 The government, claiming that it was too much of a financial strain to fully compensate the refugees for rural property, had allotted one acre in India for every two acres in Sindh; but it had also halved the rate of compensation, for rural property prices would be lower than urban property. The Sindhi Hindus protested against this double discrimination. A deputation comprising of Narayandas Malkani, Dr Choithram Gidwani, Ghanshyamdas Jethanand and Baldev Gajra paid a visit to Jawaharlal Nehru and convinced him to halve only one rate.44

The distribution of compensation for evacuee property was a long-drawn-out process, which lasted several decades. This unduly long process, which went on till about 1971, also caused much bitterness among Sindhi refugees, most of whom received their compensation only well after they had already gone through the arduous process of putting their lives back together. 
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CHAPTER 12

Picking Up the Pieces

Livelihoods

As the writer Hari Motwani ‘Sindhi’ says, ‘Hunger is difficult to swallow!’1 Once the permanence of their exodus sank in, Sindhi Hindu refugees in India were driven by their circumstances to provide the necessities of life for themselves and their families. They turned their attention towards finding a livelihood: looking for jobs, setting up small businesses or hawking petty goods like fruit or sweets in local trains. This need to earn a living gave rise to numerous cottage industries in which many members of the family were involved; often the women of the family would make items such as papads, pickles, pen tubes, bottle caps, soaps, biscuits, cardboard cartons etc which would then be hawked by the men of the house, on trains and on footpaths.

According to the writer Gobind ‘Malhi’, several Sindhi hawkers in Bombay city homed in on the footpaths near Azad Maidan, displaying their wares – from fast food to slippers – on cots.2 

At least one of these hawkers – a pani-puri vendor – went on to do extremely well for himself. Dr Nari Kripalani came from Hyderabad to study in Bombay after Partition, although his parents continued to live in Sindh. He recalls:

I was pursuing my first year of MBBS in Karachi. Every Sunday, our mess would close. So my friends and I would have some chaat outside and then go to the movies. For chaat, we used to go to a chap near Gadi Khata [an area in Karachi]. Once, I asked the vendor, ‘How much do you earn?’ He told me, ‘I earn five rupees a day, and that’s all.’ Five rupees a day! This was in 1946-47. And on Sundays, he’d make 10 rupees a day; the moment he’d make 10 rupees, he would just pack up and go. 

After Partition, these people came to Bombay and began selling pani-puri opposite St Xavier’s College. There used to be stalls there, manned by Sindhis, on the road. 

I had come to Bombay and was enrolled in Grant Medical College. I saw a pani-puri vendor opposite St Xavier’s. I said to myself, ‘I have seen this chap before, I’m sure have seen him.’

I asked him, ‘Are you the same person who used to sit in Gadi Khata and sell this?’

He said, ‘Yes, but how do you know?’

I said, ‘I think I have seen you.’

Later, I began frequenting a restaurant called Kailash Parbat. Once, when I went to Kailash Parbat, I saw the same man – from Gadi Khata – sitting there and taking cash from people. I asked somebody who he was, and I was told that he was the owner of the shop.3

As mentioned earlier, those Sindhis who lived in refugee camps, in far away suburbs or even outside the city, found the distance between them and their workplace or markets an added obstacle to their rehabilitation. Some Sindhis found business opportunities in the needs of their own community in the refugee camps; some became employment agents, others set up retail businesses catering to local demands in camps, still others helped set up schools for refugee children. Since many refugees would commute daily from Ulhasnagar to Bombay for their jobs, or in search of jobs, some enterprising Sindhis made a business of illegally renting out their monthly train passes on a daily basis. Vocational training centres were also set up in refugee camps by the government as well as by social service organisations such as the Sind Hindu Seva Samiti in Bombay. According to Vakil and Cabinetmaker, there were about 3,000 shops in Kalyan camp, with about 30 customers per shop.4

Sindhi refugees in Kalyan camp found altogether new avenues of business. Horace Alexander, a British teacher and writer, was a good friend of Gandhi and played an important role as a behind-the-scenes intermediary between Indian freedom fighters and the British government. According to Horace Alexander, Kalyan camp was surrounded by an expanding economy of increasingly affluent villages. He found that shopkeepers in Kalyan bought goods cheaply in Bombay, and sold them cheap as well, in Kalyan, which only boosted the volumes of sales.5 Indeed, several refugees hit upon the ploy of undercutting the prevailing local market price, and made their living from wafer-thin profit margins on the ensuing large volumes of sales. This gave rise to the apocryphal story of the Sindhi trader who bought fruit (or soap or matchboxes) in bulk and then sold his goods at cost price only to make his profit by selling the empty sacks (or boxes or containers) that the goods had come in. 

The recovery of their ability to provide for themselves also helped restore in some measure the refugees’ sense of self-esteem. This was especially crucial to the Sindhis. The impoverishment of the Sindhi Hindus – their loss of land and property, of their assets and wealth, and of their livelihoods – was a major blow to the self-esteem of a business community for whom wealth was a primary and conspicuous standard of success. 

In this context, Hassaram Ramchand,* who ultimately settled in Kalyan camp, is indignant at any implication that Sindhi Hindus were impoverished and came to India ‘empty-handed’. He takes pains to explain how his family brought their valuables hidden in the folds of their turbans: ‘It wasn’t as though we Sindhis came empty-handed. Each brought according to his capacity – money or gold or whatever – a little or a lot.’ More often than not, these valuables were sold off over the early years after migration. Vakil and Cabinetmaker tell us that while 220 families out of a total of 240 were able to bring their gold and jewellery with them, most were compelled to sell these valuables in the years immediately following Partition in order to provide for their daily needs.6 

The survey conducted by Vakil and Cabinetmaker found that while the refugees’ mean income before Partition had been Rs 600, it had dropped to Rs 200 by 1952-53.7 As a result of this blow to their self-esteem through the loss of their financial standing, many Sindhi refugees were not only prepared, but eager, to take on any work that would help them rehabilitate themselves. However this willingness came with limitations: an aversion to manual labour. 

In Sindh, the Hindus had looked down on manual labour. As the writer Kavita Daswani also observes, ‘A Hindu Sindhi… would rather be a streetseller or shopkeeper than a barber, washerman or shoe-maker.’8 The Bombay government, in its efforts to rehabilitate the Sindhis, had set up a vocational training centre in Kalyan camp. Yet Vakil and Cabinetmaker report:

[…] most of the trainees from the Government Vocational Training Centre have preferred to open their own shops and engage local labour to execute orders rather than do the job themselves. There is a marked preference for the occupation they are accustomed to viz. trade. They feel it below their dignity to take orders from any body. They feel it a blow to their sense of initiative and enterprise. They have a dislike for ‘dirty-hand’ jobs. It is considered below their social status to do manual work. The D.P.s prefer to take doles from Government rather than do scavenging work of the camp. That is done by the village untouchables.9

Government policy with regard to employment suffers from excess of zeal. There is no attempt at understanding the culture pattern of the group that Government wishes to help. This is evident from the establishment of the Vocational Training Centre for a community very trade-minded. Government thereby hoped to change the accustomed livelihood pattern of the group. It has not met with much success so far.

[…] Many Sindhis today are employed as unskilled hands in the docks and in the building industry. While during the pre-partition period, dock-workers in Karachi were mostly non-Hindu Sindhis and non-Sindhis. The Sindhi Hindus still think it below their dignity to follow such occupations. A very well-known leader of the Sindhis, while discussing with the authors the condition of his countrymen mentioned this point and stated he felt the future dark and bleak if Sindhi Hindus had to stoop to such work for their existence.10

In the summer of 1948, the Bombay government offered some Sindhi refugees tracts of agricultural land in Karwar district and near Bhusawal. But these offers were also turned down, because agricultural labour, like manual labour, was considered demeaning by Sindhi Hindus. Almost all the Sindhi Hindus who migrated to India belonged to the tertiary sector – they were engaged in business, small trades or professions. In Sindh, agricultural labour – as distinct from landowning – was associated with the Muslim haaris, and was looked down upon.

Yet, in the early years after Partition, in the desperate struggle to rehabilitate themselves, many Sindhi Hindus actually did take on manual labour in order to support themselves, akin to other refugees the world over. Some Sindhis living in Kalyan camp (including the writer Mohan ‘Kalpana’) took on jobs as unskilled labourers in factories in nearby Ambarnath. 

Hassaram Ramchand had been taught to earn money at an early age. When he was a schoolboy of 12 in the village of Bhadro near Larkana, his father had helped him set up a small kiosk outside his school, where he sold snacks and stationery to the schoolchildren. After Partition, in India, the burden of providing for the family fell on Hassaram’s young shoulders: His father was old and ailing, and his two younger brothers were small children. At this time Hassaram himself was only a 17-year-old. He recounts the hard work of the early years of rehabilitation.

When we reached India, we stayed for 15 to 20 days in Marwar, in tents. My brothers were small at that time, three or four years of age.

What first struck me in Marwar was the heat: It was the month of April or May. It was very hot in Rajasthan. And there were water problems. However, the railways tried to address this by sending a tanker; everyone would line up to fill water. 

Until it was possible for the government to send us to another camp, till new arrangements could be made, we had to find means and ways of feeding ourselves. A lot of us began hawking wares in the trains.

From Marwar, I used to buy biscuits or nankhatais and sell them in trains. ‘Two for an anna, two for an anna, nankhatais, biscuits,’ I’d shout. I used to take a couple of rotis with me from home, made by my mother, for my lunch. In the evening, when I would come home and place that pile of coins in front of my mother and father, they would feel happy; they were proud that their child could shoulder this burden at a young age. 

From Marwar, we shifted to Katni camp, near Jabalpur. I started seeking other means of income. We had to walk a lot in order to take the train to go to Jabalpur. I used to go to Jabalpur to the market to buy fruits: bananas, apples, oranges, sweet limes. In front of the house, I would spread a cloth and pile these items up for interested customers. 

Returning from Jabalpur, we had to walk back from the station to Katni camp. I would get tired walking. I would bend and place the basket on the culvert, sit down, and wait for my fatigue to pass. Then I would bend again, place the basket back on my head and reach home. This was my condition.

When we were in the Katni camp, prior to venturing into the business of selling fruits, I carried stones on my head. Four rupees a day. Four rupees for one day. The contractors, you see, built roads; the potholes in the road had to be filled – with mud, stones, concrete. The men in trucks would deposit a pile of stones, whether it was concrete or sand or mud. These had to be taken in bowls and brought to the area that needed repair. Four rupees a day. I have done even that.11

Later, after Hassaram Ramchand shifted to Kalyan camp, he worked at the vocational training centre for a while, learning how to make exercise books. In 1955, the Central Railways advertised in the newspapers, calling for more staff for their printing press. Hassaram was then a 24-year-old; he had gotten married in the interim and his father had died. When he heard about this vacancy, his first response was eagerness; he was prepared for any job in the railways:

I thought that I would tell them: ‘Sir, you have advertised for a job in the press, but I am ready to even wash trains!’ I was ready to do anything they asked of me – stand on the platform and wave a flag as a porter, or ring a bell, or clean trains, or fill water in toilets or in the overhead tanks. After all, I had two small brothers, my mother and my wife.12

Ultimately, Hassaram Ramchand did get a job with the Central Railways printing press, where he worked until he retired at the age of 60.

Partition blurred the once-clear distinction between Bhaibands, the businessmen, and Amils, the professionals. Compelled by their circumstances, some businessmen took up jobs, while some Amils who could not find jobs, turned to small businesses. Yet, once they resettled, many Bhaibands either returned to doing business for themselves or did business part-time along with their office employment. Conforming to the Sindhi culture of business, they considered it below their dignity to work for another, to sell their labour.13

However, not all the measures employed by Sindhi Hindu businessmen to get ahead were above board. Sindhi Hindus, a business community living for centuries as a minority under Muslim rule (a relationship which could, on occasion, turn hostile), had a history of street-smartness in business, which was essential for survival. In their dealings with the Muslim elite, they found that the latter would sometimes arbitrarily deprive them of their wealth, and this high-risk factor was accordingly built into their profit calculations and business transactions.

Thomas Postans, a captain with the Bombay Native Infantry, travelled extensively in Sindh, with his wife, Marianne Postans, between 1840 and 1843. He continued to serve in Sindh, even after the British conquest of the province. In 1843, he wrote of the position of Sindhi Hindus:

 The Hindús in Sindh… [are] a highly valuable portion of the community, commanding by their commercial activity, habits of business, and energy, a certain respect despite the most unmeasured bigotry. They are still but a tolerated class, however, and nothing short of extreme cunning and perseverance could enable them to exist in such a country as Sindh, where their wealth is the constant object of Mahommedan rapacity, and where they are only considered as dogs in the eyes of the true believers […] The whole of the trade of Sindh, from the extensive mercantile and banking transactions of Shikarpúr, to the smallest supplier of the ordinary wants of life, are in the hands of the Hindús. Their command over ready money gives them also a certain power over the rulers, who, looking only to the revenue of the country as a means of present gratification, are too happy to farm its resources to these Soucars (as the Hindú traders are called) for any sum which may be immediately commanded. In these transactions the Hindú always runs the greatest risk of being called upon to disgorge any profits he may amass, and he knows that his bonds and contracts with Mahommedan chiefs are so much waste paper; but he makes his calculations accordingly, and, despite power and despotism, never fails to accumulate wealth at the expense of the profligacy of the rulers […] In dealing with the chiefs and government of Sindh, he is obliged to defeat indirect oppression by duplicity and double-dealing as his only chance of success or safeguard against violence; but this is by no means a fair criterion of his claims to a higher character for business under different situations. It is proverbial and a great proof of the honour of the Sindhian Soucars that their bills are always considered as cash in every part of the vast countries to the north-west, and are recognised as such all over India.14

Postans’ observation has been subsequently confirmed by other writers such as Choksey and Shastry, who also note that business probity among Sindhi merchants was rather low. However, they too make a distinction between the petty traders in the hinterland and the bigger businessmen in Shikarpur and Karachi whose ‘absolute integrity was […] proverbial’.15 

Anita Raina Thapan, who has done extensive research among Sindhi Hindus in Manila, Hong Kong and Indonesia, also talks about this strain of amorality found in the world of Sindhi business. According to her, ‘irregularities’ in business are not seen by the average Sindhi businessman as harming anyone, but an occupational hazard.16 

Possibly, Sindhis, like other minority communities of ‘middleman traders’ like the Jews, the Armenians, the Chinese in Indonesia and the Parsis, had what the sociologist Howard Becker calls a dual ethic: one set of principles for their own community and another for the outside world.17 Stephen Keller adds another dimension to this; he remarks on not only the ‘often noted refugee characteristic of being willing to take risks’ but also, regarding ‘war refugees [who] quickly become “demoralized”, living by their wits to obtain the minimum required for survival.’18

As mentioned earlier, the Sindhis’ hostility towards the government also manifested in the form of disregard for law and authority. This, combined with the exigency of their circumstances, resulted in some Sindhi Hindu refugees bending the law in several ways. One example is Chainrai Nagrani,* who became a cloth merchant in Ahmedabad, and who asserted that he possessed the ability, through sleight of hand, to make a piece of cloth appear to measure any length that he wanted. Clearly, the use of underhand or illegal business practices, while not extolled, were also not necessarily reviled; they were viewed as an amoral necessity, and justified by Sindhi Hindus as measures that they were obliged to take to survive as refugees in an often hostile environment. 

Horace Alexander found that the determined Sindhi refugees – ‘more enterprising than many of those who have been born and lived in Madhya Pradesh’ – were likely to prosper, especially by taking over the market share of some of the locals.19 Consequently, the Sindhis’ success in business came at a cost. The accelerated competition that the Sindhi Hindus brought to the local markets in India, combined with their diluted sense of ethics, generated a great deal of resentment among the locals. Sometimes, their very presence in the markets caused conflict. In Daund (near Poona), in Agra, in Gwalior, for example, Sindhi refugee hawkers who spread their wares on the pavement, sometimes obstructing access to shops, faced conflicts with the locals, mostly shopkeepers and sometimes even the police. Given the large number of local Muslims in Agra, this conflict also took on a communal colour and degenerated into violence; 15 were killed on India’s first anniversary of Independence.

According to a survey by Subhadra Anand of 100 Sindhis between 60-80 years in Ulhasnagar and Bombay in 1989, 71 per cent of them stated that they had felt resentment from local businessmen and people.20 This situation was similar to that of Punjabi refugees in Delhi and other parts of North India, and East Bengali refugees in Calcutta, who also became unpopular with the local people partly on account of the heightened business competition they brought with them. 

Transplanting Education

Sindhi Hindus, especially the Amils, the professional class, have long valued education highly, and this is what enabled them to possess a lion’s share in senior government positions during the British era, quite disproportionate to their numbers. As a result, Sindhi society greatly valued its teachers, professors and principals.

Sindhi Hindus were loath to abandon their education and their educational institutions; on the contrary, the crisis of Partition had only given urgency and an added importance to the need for education, a highly mobile asset of permanence. Great efforts were undertaken to ensure that students – especially those completing their matriculation, a crucial educational milestone – did not lose an academic year, and managed to sit for their examinations. The government helped the refugees by relaxing the rules of admission as well as the preconditions for qualifying for examinations. The past affiliation of Sindhi schools and colleges with Bombay University helped a great deal in this respect.

Sindhi students, on their part, faced an additional problem in India: Most of them had studied in the Perso-Arabic script, and were not familiar with the Devanagari script. Obtaining admission in local schools was difficult at the best of times. But even if admitted, Sindhi-medium students were at a loss, as far as the script, and sometimes the language (if it was a Hindi-medium school) were concerned. In contrast, English-medium students found the transition relatively easier.

Mohan Panjabi, elder brother of Papan Panjabi and a Congress worker in Sindh, worked as an assistant to Dr Choithram Gidwani, the senior Congress leader. He was a 21-year-old when Partition occurred. Although he and his socialist friends had decided to stay on in Sindh, he came to Bombay to visit his mother and two brothers who had already migrated to India. When he met Dr Choithram Gidwani, the latter conveyed his annoyance at Panjabi’s plans of returning to Sindh. He requested Panjabi to assist with the various applications for help that were pouring in from Sindhi refugees in Bombay. Panjabi thought he would stay for a short while and help Dr Gidwani and his fellow Sindhis; ultimately, however, he stayed on permanently in India. In a serialised newspaper article, Mohan Panjabi recounts his experiences with Dr Gidwani in the early days of resettlement in India:

People got some sort of accommodation, temporary or permanent. They started running around for livelihoods, businesses and jobs. The question of education for children arose. Schools had begun to open. […] The [matriculation] examination used to be conducted in Sindh in affiliation with Bombay University. Children were scattered all over India. They had no certificates or documents. Several of my old teachers wrote to me especially about this from Rajasthan, UP and Madhya Pradesh. I discussed this with the doctor [Choithram Gidwani]. He said, ‘Find a way out.’ 

The registrar of Bombay University was one Mr S. R. [Dongerkery]. A good man, who was concerned about the Sindhis. He said, ‘It isn’t possible to organise examinations for Sindhi students all over Bombay Presidency and other provinces without identification and educational papers. I can make all the Sindhi children appear for their examinations in Bombay city. You can give an affidavit to the court on behalf of those who have no papers or proof, as their guardian. I will accept that.’

Thousands of students were to come for the matriculation examination. Where would they stay? Meetings were held with Chief Minister Balasaheb Kher every day. He also held the portfolio for education. He helped us unstintingly in every way. If there had been 10 Congress leaders like him, the country would not be in this condition. 

The military barracks in Worli were occupied by the police. Mr Kher issued an order that Sindhi students would stay there for the four days of the examinations, as well as for one day before and one day after. […] The students were also put up in a couple of dharamshalas. 

But where were the girls to stay? After making enquiries, we discovered that Wilson College had a splendid hostel on Laburnum Road, in an upper class neighbourhood. The principal made us run around. Countless questions. Finally he agreed, but on one condition. The girls were not to stay for even one extra day. Plus a small amount for rent and expenses for food had to be borne by us. We agreed.

The expenses for such extensive arrangements were great. But the doctor was unperturbed. He said, ‘Don’t worry. We will get the money.’ Arrangements were made to take the children to the examination centres by bus. To meet the expenses for boarding, lodging, buses, etc, we received a lot of help from some [Sindhi] businessmen from Kalbadevi, their managers and the young men in some of their families. They had settled in Bombay before [Partition]. They even arranged milk for the students to drink, morning and evening. They said, ‘They will be studying hard, away from home, they need milk!’

Every day the names of the students [who wished to appear for the examinations] would arrive. After typing the affidavits, I would go to court in the afternoon. Lawyers would peddle their services outside the entrance to the court, opposite Azad Maidan. They would attest the affidavits for a rupee or two. The peon had to be given a rupee. 

The registrar there was Mr Pandit. One day he said, ‘You are the guardian for all the refugee students. Henceforth, come straight to me. There is no need for a lawyer.’ He instructed the peons accordingly. 

[…] I had to go to the university on a daily basis also. The students were coming from all over India. The registrar said, ‘The PA sits in the room next to my chambers. You can sit at a table there, arrange all your papers and bring them to me at one time.’ The PA sahib was not happy. But what could he do?

[…] It was the [Central Relief Committee] that had met all the expenses for the stamp paper, lawyer’s fees, court fees, etc.

[…] Those students who were studying medicine in Sindh had to face many difficulties: college admissions, high expenses, keeping terms, etc. Many abandoned their studies. Some came to Bombay. A few Gujarati businessmen arranged for them to stay in an office in the cotton market near Cotton Green Station. Even then, they faced a huge problem finding dinner at night. The examinations were some time away. Their families were not yet settled in other cities or in camps. Where was the money to come from? […] With assistance from the government and the universities, they were allowed to keep term. […] After the examinations, they were scattered [all over the world]. Many passed the senior examination and went abroad. Several made a name for themselves. Many years later I met a few of them in Bombay, Poona and America. 

The fact is, Doctor [Choithram Gidwani] would never question expenditure on education, even though we had to go begging for it.21

Senior educationists such as T. M. Advani, the acting principal of the D. J. Sind College in Karachi and K. M. Kundnani, the then newly appointed principal of D. G. National College in Hyderabad were keen to not waste any academic time. They petitioned Bombay University and its various colleges and obtained permission to hold extra classes in the early morning hours in schools and colleges in Bombay for Sindhi Hindu students; many of the teachers in these classes were also Sindhi Hindu refugees. These morning classes enabled the refugee students (and often the teachers as well) to take up jobs or conduct their businesses during the rest of the day, and so earn a living. 

It did not take long for the idea of borrowing premises for education to be taken to its logical conclusion, and in a few years Sindhi Hindus began to establish their own schools and colleges. Several of these were simply transplants, with the students, teachers and the expertise of setting up and running educational institutions all imported from Sindh. Thus, K. J. Khilnani High School, Kamla High School and Jai Hind College, to name a few, established their new avatars in India by borrowing the premises of local schools and colleges.

The Dayaram Gidumal National College in Hyderabad was shifted to Bombay under the slightly altered name of Rishi Dayaram National College. This was primarily thanks to the efforts of Khushiram Kundnani, the then college principal, and Hotchand Advani, a prominent barrister, both of whom had also migrated from Hyderabad to Bombay. Advani, whose clients included several affluent Bhaiband businessmen, arranged for funding from three of them: Kishinchand Chellaram (who insisted that his donation not be publicised), Wassiamull Assomull and Jhamandas Watumull. Kundnani even managed to bring his office chair (along with several books from the library and some laboratory equipment) from Sindh. These are now displayed outside K. C. College in Bombay, which he established in 1954 and then oversaw as a principal till his death in 1992. According to one account, some of the laboratory equipment of the D. G. National College in Hyderabad was packed in crates, which were then garlanded with flowers to give the impression that the contents were religious books, since the removal of the laboratory equipment from Sindh was banned.22 The Hyderabad (Sind) National Collegiate Board, which had been set up in 1921 to administer the D. G. National College, was also relocated to Bombay, where the number of its various institutions has now grown to a total of 27.

Popati Hiranandani who had started teaching at the age of 14, finally resettled in Bombay after Partition. She continued teaching in Bombay, first in Sind Model High School and then in various colleges in the city. She recalls in her autobiography:

After coming to India, the National College opened in Bandra, thanks to the efforts of Professor Khushiram Kundnani. Kundnani sahib possesses an unusual personality. There was a desolate jungle where the college is today. Sometimes he would be seen standing with his trousers rolled up, knee-deep in mud, with the labourers, and sometimes he would be seen sitting with the driver in a lorry laden with stones. From the raising of walls, to the appointment of professors, to giving admission to students, he would do all the work himself. Thanks to his labours, many colleges have opened in Bombay. 

[…] Sindhi students would take the train from Kalyan at four o’clock in the morning and would come running at seven o’clock to attend the class. In those days, Sindhi students used to lead a strange existence. When I started working in the college in 1960, I used to see some of them wearing slippers held together with string, their lunch in one hand and an object for sale in the other hand. 

One student disappeared after passing his first year of science; three years later he was admitted to intermediate science. When asked, he said, ‘My brother could not afford to pay my fees the previous year. Since I was pursuing science [a full-time course], I could not take up a [part-time] job. So I stayed home for a year and earned money.’ 

Some students would deliver milk bottles in the morning and come with sacks filled with empty bottles, some would arrive with a bag of cups and saucers so that, on the way home, they could sell the wares and earn a rupee or two. After attending college, most students would go to a shop or an office to work. Some would order slippers from Ajmer and sit on the footpath, some would learn business from their uncles. 

The local students, instead of showing them any sympathy, would ridicule them; you see, the children of the businessmen from the bungalows of Khar and Santa Cruz would also come to study in our college.23

New schools and colleges were set up, often in extremely rudimentary ways, under the management of trusts, such as the Nav Bharat Vidya Mandal, Sindhi Vidya Mandal, Vivekanand Education Society, Sindhu Education Society and Sadhubella Education Society. When Vakil and Cabinetmaker conducted a survey of Sindhi refugees in Kalyan camp in 1952, they reported: ‘All the camp residents that we came in contact with expressed a keen desire to educate their children.’24 According to T. K. Karunakaran, a Sociology student from Bombay University who wrote his Masters’ dissertation on Ulhasnagar in 1958, the older Sindhi girls were asked to teach younger children. He goes on to say: ‘So small nursery schools came up within the barracks, run by Sindhi women with the help of two teachers. The primary schools grew into secondary schools and within six years, about thirty-two primary and thirteen secondary schools […] came up in the camp.’25 

Some of these schools were working in two shifts. Yet not all these schools were operating smoothly; Vakil and Cabinetmaker’s survey reports that while refugee students had been given scholarships and freeships, and schools had been given grants, some schools had turned into profit-making enterprises, where students were ‘sadly neglected’. They tell us that that they found several schoolchildren playing truant in Kalyan.26

In most Sindhi-established schools and colleges, the professors and teachers were often Sindhi refugees themselves, who brought their own sensitivities to the classroom. Before he became an entrepreneur, Lakhmichand Bahirwani joined Jai Hind College. He tells us:

Professor G. S. Kotwani would teach us how to start home industries based on the principles of chemistry. For example, he explained the making of soda which goes into papads, as well as the chemical composition of a papad. He taught us how to make soap, explaining its chemical composition, and gave us tips on how to make soap with more lather. He assured us, ‘You will never starve.’ All our teachers were motivated to assist us to achieve one [educational] stream or the other, and be able to earn a decent living for ourselves.27

Partition, however, also brought about a great rupture in education for several young Sindhi Hindus. Many young boys and girls among the Sindhi refugees did not get a chance or have the financial means to resume their education. There were a considerable number of young Sindhis who had to abandon their education, or who had to complete their education before they had planned to, in order to earn a living.

A rare case is that of Dr Narayan ‘Bharati’ Paryani, who had migrated from his native Kambar in Northern Sindh to India in 1948, when he was a 16-year-old. In his memoir, Narayan ‘Bharati’ writes:

In March 1948, I passed the eighth standard. Shortly thereafter, in the month of May, we left Sindh and came here to Hindustan, on account of Partition. We reached the Bombay docks on 20 June 1948, and made our home in Kalyan  camp. 

I wanted to learn further, but my studies were impeded. My family wanted me to sell snacks and other items in local trains, like so many other boys, and help with the finances. Consequently, the year 1948 also went by without any education. 

At that time there was no proper school in Kalyan camp. In 1949, the Sindh National High School opened at what is now Vithalwadi, and what was then James Siding. Thanks to the efforts of Mohan ‘Kalpana’ [my friend and fellow writer], I got admission to the tenth standard; this, despite the fact that I had not even passed the ninth standard yet!

There were neither books, nor school fees, nor proper clothes. (In those days, there were neither the uniforms nor the OBC [Other Backward Classes] reservations of today.) There was no question of taking tuitions.

In 1949-50, I passed the tenth standard, and in 1951, the eleventh standard. And then again my studies came to a halt. In Kalyan camp, which later became Ulhasnagar, there was no college. For college education, one had to go to Bombay. My family did not want me to study further, nor was there was any money. 

I wished to study further, however, and I borrowed money for the admission fees and the term fees from my elder sister, and sought a seat in Bombay’s Jai Hind College. 

Since college started at seven in the morning, each day, I had to board the five o’clock bus from Ulhasnagar in order to reach Kalyan Station and catch the train. I’d reach V.T. at half past six; then I would walk down to Jai Hind College at Churchgate, or I would change trains at Dadar and reach Churchgate by Western Railway. I would get only eight annas from home. I would reach late every day.

I possessed simple khadi kurta-pyjamas, and wore slippers on my feet. Even if my clothes would get wet in the rain, I had to wear them to college and sit in the class. I started to feel inferior to the other students. When the other students would sit in the canteen, I would stand outside in the corridor, or linger in the library. At that time, Professor Chetan Mariwala was the head of the library, and he would encourage me. 

The truth is, I had been granted money for the first term fees on the condition that I would find a job and meet the remaining expenses on my own. If I failed to meet this requirement, my education would stop. I took admission in the college in June. The second term was to begin in the month of November. In the meantime, I failed to find a job or a proper source of livelihood. When the second term of college started, a list was put up on the notice board, which included my name among those who had not paid the fees. If I did not pay the fees within the requisite period, my name would be struck off the college rolls.

Finally, in despair, and because I had not paid the fees, I had to leave the college in the second term.

I resumed my education when the present R. K. Talreja College opened in Ulhasnagar. In 1974, I passed my BA, with a second class, from Pune University (in those days the R. K. Talreja College was affiliated with Pune University). I had left college in 1952 and 20 years later, I had passed my BA.28

Narayan ‘Bharati’ subsequently acquired a PhD, and became head of the department of Sindhi at Bombay University. Today he is one of the Sindhi community’s rare writers on its folk heritage, as well as a prominent Sindhi newspaper editor and publisher. He epitomises the drive and perseverance of other Sindhi refugees after Partition.

Still other young Sindhi students chose to turn to business at a young age – propelled by their desire to earn money, which in turn was at least partly fuelled by the exigencies of Partition – and so actively turned their backs on education, even if they could afford to study. Nanik Rupani was merely six years old when his family migrated from Tando Adam to India. His father Kisharam settled down in Bombay, where he started a cloth commission agency at Masjid Bunder. Rupani, however, was preoccupied with finding innovative ways to earn money, even as a schoolboy. In Nanik Rupani’s words:

Those were hard days and even young people took up odd jobs to see themselves through school and college. I actually did not have a need to earn my fees, but the prospect of earning was so exciting that I gave it a shot anyway. I would buy small items at cheaper rates in the market of Masjid Bunder and then give them to my school friends to sell at a profit, which we would then share. This was done with great secrecy. No one got wind of our little enterprise, not even our parents. For me, this provided a thrill. I knew then that I was hooked. I simply had to become a successful businessperson.29

Today, Rupani is an extremely successful businessman and philanthropist.

Transplanting Religion

As with their educational institutions, Sindhi Hindus found creative ways to transplant their religious shrines from Sindh to India. An interesting story is that of the Kambar Darbar.

The Kambar Darbar is a temple in the village of Kambar Ali Shah, near the town of Larkana in Northern Sindh. Following the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita and the Guru Granth Sahib, it is centred around the samadhis of three gurus, Vali Vilaitrai, Jiwatsingh Shewaram Sainani, and Vishindas Karamchand Sainani. The darbar was managed by a trust set up by the last guru, Saiin Vishindas. It became particularly well-known for its annual three-day Diwali festival, where all devotees and visitors, both Hindu and Muslim, were fed.

After Partition, most of the congregation had migrated to India; a few had stayed behind in Pakistan, in Kambar as well as in Karachi. Those who had migrated were keen to start the darbar in India, for which they wanted to transplant the samadhis in Bombay. But bringing the samadhis to India became a thorny issue as Vali Vilaitrai’s grandson Saiin Radhakrishan, who had then taken charge of the darbar in the absence of the trustees, refused to allow them to be shifted; he had appointed security guards to maintain a strict vigil.

The congregation in India made several unsuccessful attempts at bringing the samadhis to India. Finally, in 1957, Kishinchand Vilait (the great-grandson of the first guru) believed that he had, during meditation, received a ‘message’ from Vali Vilaitrai to go to Kambar along with three other devotees for the purpose of transferring the samadhis. 

Consequently, Kishinchand Vilait and three other devotees travelled to Kambar, where, one night (with the help of a mason and a goldsmith) they opened the samadhis, collected a portion of the ashes, and carefully reinstated the marble and silver covers. The security guards remained asleep during this procedure. This was considered a miracle by the devotees in India. 

In India, the partitioned ashes from the samadhis were kept in sacred urns in Gyan Ghar, the Khar home of Nanik Motwane. Once the new darbar was constructed in 1959 at Kandivli, a western suburb in Bombay, the ashes were installed there. 

Today, the Kambar Darbar is a bustling and thriving centre for its devotees who come there to worship and celebrate festivals; it also provides free and subsidised medical treatment and scholarships to needy people. The original Kambar Darbar in Sindh continues to have the partitioned ashes in the original samadhis, but given the few devotees left in Sindh, it has become a shadow of itself. It continues to hold its annual Diwali festival, however. 

Despite the transplantation of samadhis, at least some of the devotees who continue to live in Sindh believe that the souls of the three gurus have ‘flown back’ from Bombay to Kambar, to the original darbar. As Sundri Gangwani,* a resident of Kambar, said, ‘Saiin Vishindas was born here, he lived here, he died here. How could his soul stay there in India?’30

Another interesting example emerges in the story of Nimano Faqir. Originally a widow from Shikarpur, Nimano Faqir saw the then pir of Sachal Sarmast’s dargah in a vision, and subsequently became a devoted follower, despite great opposition from her family. Over time, she acquired a following of her own among the Hindu community. They migrated with her after Partition to Baroda, where she set up Sakhi Kutia. Throughout this period of upheaval, she continued being devoted to Sachal Sarmast. The then heir to the gaadi, Khwaja Abdul Haq II, visited her in Baroda in 1956. When she died in 1963, in accordance with her last wishes, her ashes were interred, partly in Sachal Sarmast’s dargah in Daraza in Northern Sindh and partly at Sakhi Kutia in Baroda.31

Other Sindhi Hindu shrines have also been relocated to India. For example, devotees of the famous Sadhbelo temple at Sukkur set up a Sadhbelo Ashram near Mahalakshmi Temple in Bombay; they also brought with them a bowl, considered to be sacred, which belonged to Swami Vankhandi Maharaj who had established the original temple in 1823. Baba Ramdas Sahib brought his Khatwari Darbar from Shikarpur to Bombay, but did not bring the cot on which he used to famously meditate, since he and his devotees expected their exile to be temporary. Later, when it became evident that there was no question of returning to Sindh, he had a replica cot built in India; this continues to be held sacred by his devotees after his death.32 Similarly, to name a few other shrines, the Halani Darbar has been relocated at Ajmer, the Shadani Darbar at Raipur, and the Bhiria Darbar at Bhilwara. Sadhu T. L. Vaswani migrated from Hyderabad (Sindh) to Poona, where the Sadhu Vaswani Mission has mushroomed over the last 60 years.

Thus, the Sindhi Hindus have managed to recreate their spiritual geography, mapping their original temples and darbars in Sindh onto fresh territories in India; their religious centres have become thriving shrines, and some have followed the Sindhi Hindu diaspora abroad. (Apart from transplanting educational and religious institutions, at least two Sindhi Hindu newspapers – the Hindustan and the Sansar Samachar – were also restarted in India.)

Redefining Religion

On both sides of the border, the ‘other’ community has been made a scapegoat for the trials and tribulations of Partition. In India, Muslims are viewed, especially by erstwhile refugees from Pakistan, as having ‘caused’ the trauma of Partition by demanding Pakistan; in Pakistan, on the other hand, Hindus and Sikhs are viewed similarly, for having resisted Pakistan. Many Sindhi Hindus too blame their Partition sufferings on the ‘other’ community.

As a result, the communal prejudice that existed in some sections of the community has become even stronger. This, combined with the need for resettlement, resulted in some instances where Sindhi refugees forcibly occupied Muslim property, like the muhajirs whose behaviour they had decried in Sindh. In certain cases, some of the Muslims in question had migrated to Pakistan; in other cases, the Muslims were still living in India. 

For example, Sindhi Hindus had usurped Muslim evacuee property in the town of Rajkot as early as mid-November 1947, and Muslim sanatoria in Deolali in January 1948. Further, in the North Gujarat town of Godhra, they played a significant role in the riots of March 1948, which resulted in the emigration of a number of Muslims of that city to Pakistan and, according to one account, also resulted in Sindhi refugees occupying about 3,500 Muslim properties.33 (Godhra continues to have a history of communal violence between the local Ghanchi Muslims and the Sindhi Hindus since then.) There was friction between Sindhi Hindus and Muslims elsewhere also. Vishnu Sharma writes:

Thanks to Dr. Choithram [Gidwani’s] efforts, a large number of Sindhis had settled in Udaipur, but the refugees, whose hearts were filled with sorrow, could not quite control themselves at times, and those who are miserable also get inflamed quickly.

There was trouble in Udaipur. Some Bohri boys who had gone on an outing came across a couple of Sindhi boys, whom they teased, and who retaliated. One Sindhi, Mr. Gobindram Khubchandani’s son, was killed. This murder gave rise to much anger. Consequently, Hindus and Sikhs got together and looted Muslim shops and set some fires. Three Muslims were killed. After this, curfew was imposed and, summoned by the Sindhis, Dr. Choithram went there. He immediately met the concerned authorities and established a citizens’ board for peace. The people settled down and the Sindhis who had been arrested were released. But Dr. Choithram pleaded with the Sindhis to live peaceably, in order to fully rehabilitate themselves. They should face up to injustices, but only in a peaceful manner.

In Ajmer, some Sindhi policemen disappeared. There was a suspicion that Muslims had killed them and thrown them somewhere. After two days a policeman’s corpse was found and curfew was imposed. Investigations started. Thus the Hindus and the policemen were quite inflamed. Some Muslim shops were burnt and looted. When the military started firing, about fifteen Muslims and seven Hindus, including three Sindhis, were killed and about 200 Hindus were caught for violating the curfew, including 15 to 20 Sindhis. On the twelfth day, the Muslims assembled in the Dargah [of Hazrat Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti] and having collected gunpowder and weapons, confronted the military and attacked the Hindus. Some ten Hindus and a few Muslims were killed. Five Sindhi Hindus were killed at the hands of the Muslims. The riots had a bad impact on the Sindhis. The Sindhis who had not yet put down their roots properly were uprooted again due to the riots, and made homeless again. To arrange for the release of those who had been arrested, to handle their cases, to provide help to the families of those who had been arrested or killed – all these matters were of concern to Dr. Choithram. But many hands make light work. Other Sindhi workers also joined Dr. Choithram and the work went smoothly.34

If the Sindhi Hindus transplanted their Sufi shrines from Sindh in India, they also transplanted their Hindu right-wing organisations. The writer, Mohan ‘Kalpana’, joined the RSS at the age of 13. He tells us that, before he abandoned the RSS in 1952, he helped found a new branch of the RSS at Kalyan camp as early as 1948.35 Not all Sindhi Hindu refugees sought to rebuild the edifices of their Sufi faith in India; some sought to rethink their approach to religion, and to shrug off their more inclusive spiritual ideology in favour of a more rigid and right-wing version of Hinduism. 

Hassaram Ramchand, who was a highly active member of the RSS in his village Bhadro in Sindh, and had been responsible for running the local branch of the Balak Hindu Sabha, the local children’s wing of the RSS, only strengthened his affiliation with the Sangh Parivar after coming to India. His younger brother had been born after several miscarriages. The Muslim midwife who delivered him successfully had been granted the right to name the child; she named him Khudabaksh. Soon after Partition, Ramchand arranged to have his brother’s name formally changed to Shyam, ‘a good, pure name’. According to him:

In those days [before Partition] there wasn’t that much bhed-bhaav, communal discrimination, like there is today. At that time we did not have so much hatred for the Muslims or for Islam. But as time has passed and we have read history and then we see things for ourselves, things which are happening to us today or what had happened earlier, like Aurangzeb did this or so-and-so did that, then the feelings in our minds also change. After coming here, my way of thinking became staunch Hindu.36

In 1968, when the first Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) Sammelan was held at Allahabad, Ramchand presented a half-hour programme in Sindhi, consisting of a short play that he had written himself, decrying provincialism and lauding pan-Indian patriotism. In late 1990, Ramchand joined a small group of about a dozen members of the Ulhasnagar branch of the VHP and went to Ayodhya to perform kar seva (that is, work as service or offering, to construct a Ram temple at the exact spot where the Babri Masjid stood). They were arrested, along with many other kar sevaks, before they could even reach the Babri Masjid, and were then transported to Allahabad, from where Hassaram and his companions took a train to Bombay. They had been able, however, to visit the Babri Masjid the evening before they had been arrested. Ramchand speaks with great pride about his trip to Ayodhya and his arrest there, and has even published a small booklet narrating his experiences and opinions on this event.

This shift to the Hindu right had been propelled by several factors. In Sindh, Hindus, living as a minority among a Muslim majority, were compelled by their circumstances to find ways of coexistence. The dislocation engendered by Partition meant that many Sindhi Hindus now did not have Muslim neighbours, and hence did not need to find ways to coexist with the ‘other’. 

Hassaram Ramchand recalls the sense of bhaichaara, the sense of fraternity, that existed in his village, where Hindus believed in Muslim pirs and Muslims participated in Hindu festivals. According to him, this bhaichaara stemmed from the fact that Hindus and Muslims living in the same village were obliged by their circumstances to find ways to live together peacefully. He says:

This feeling of living in the same village like brothers – it is a good thing for both [parties] that that feeling used to be there. Now that feeling is not there any more, it has diminished.37 

Ramchand, and other Sindhi Hindus like him, have little regret for the loss of this bhaichaara, and this is largely because he has pinned the blame for the upheaval in his life onto the ‘other’ community. Ramchand admits candidly that if Partition had not happened, his attitude towards Muslims would have been somewhat different. 

Sindh had been under Muslim rule for 11 unbroken centuries before the British conquered the region. During this long epoch, in the absence of royal patronage and a flourishing Brahmin community, Hinduism as practised in Sindh was distant from Sanskritic Hinduism. Rather, Hinduism in Sindh was strongly influenced by Sufism and the teachings of Guru Nanak. Consequently, Sindhi Hindus had few compunctions about eating meat, or about untouchability; they often followed Muslim pirs and were generally eclectic about their personal religion. Moreover, the Sindhi script is derived from the Arabic, and Sindhi Hindu women traditionally wore, not saris and bindis, but suthan-cholo, a dress which often reminded other Hindus in India of Muslim attire. All these factors created a quasi-Muslim image of the Sindhi Hindu in India, which was especially ironic since the latter had fled Pakistan on account of their Hindu religion. This quasi-Muslim image had a highly negative impact on the reputation of Sindhi Hindus in India in the years immediately following Partition, when there still existed communal antipathy towards Muslims. This impact was felt more in the western regions of present-day Gujarat, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh where there were stronger ritual taboos on pollution. Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan quotes from her interviews with Sindhi Hindu women in Gujarat:

Gujarati society was hostile to Sindhis. Many were orthodox Jains or Vaishnavas and therefore vegetarians. We ate meat, so people refused to give us their houses on rent. How long could we eat it in secret? Many of us simply gave it up so that we would be accepted by them. Then there was our dress. None of us ever wore saris, we wore patloon-kurtas. But we could not get that kind of cloth here. And anyway this dress made us look like Muslims. So we started wearing saris in the Gujarati style. It was uncomfortable in the beginning but I got used to it.

Sindhi Hindu women never wore bindis and this bothered Gujaratis. You see, in Gujarat, wearing a bindi on the forehead indicated that the woman was Hindu; Gujarati Muslim women did not wear bindis. This is how you can tell women from the two communities apart. So soon Sindhi Hindu women began to wear bindis so that they would not be mistaken for Muslims.

We had to watch our language too because Sindhi Hindus use many expressions associated with Muslims. Even today, the exclamation ‘Ya Allah’ slips out rather than ‘Hey Bhagwan.’ So you can imagine how many such expressions my parents’ generation would have had to be careful to avoid.38

Rita Kothari also affirms that the discrimination meted out to Sindhis was worse in Rajasthan and Gujarat, since the ‘strongly vegetarian Hindus’ there disapproved of the Sindhis eating meat and drinking liquor.39 

Several Labana Sikhs who resettled in Bharatpur recollect that the caste Hindus there considered them ‘dirty’ and disliked them using the same well. Pribhibai Varjitia, then a 20-year-old mother of an infant son, recalls:

At the well, they would not talk to us; they would not let us keep our water pots there. They would wash their clothes by beating them with a stick; no sign of any soap. We would use soap but they would consider us to be dirty. (Later they learnt to use soap from us.) 

Then all our men got together and went to the police station. ‘Let us all draw water from the well. Why should there be a fight? They beat us, they break our water pots, what is all this? We are Sardars. If you trouble us, we will fight you.’ The men were ready to draw their swords. 

Then the locals were made to understand that we should also be allowed to draw water from the well. Today we are all like brothers; we eat together at weddings too.40

Consequently, another factor which propelled the Sindhi Hindus towards a more right-wing approach to Hinduism was the desire to gain acceptance in a Hindu-dominated Indian society. As Rita Kothari quotes from her interview with Maya Kodnani, the Bharatiya Janata Party leader who was arrested on charges of leading, inciting and arming a communal mob that slaughtered and burnt alive 98 people in the Gujarat violence of 2002, ‘We had to become more Hindu than the Hindus to prove we were not Muslims.’41

It was in this context – of remodelling Hinduism as practised by Sindhis to a religion closer to Sanskritic Hinduism – that Ram Panjwani and others chose to recast Jhulelal (earlier a marginal deity in Sindh) into a Sindhi icon in post-Partition India, now describing Jhulelal as an avatar of Vishnu.

Today, while there are several Sindhi Hindus in India who continue with their Sufi-flavoured traditions, many Sindhis have swung towards the Hindu right.42 This ideology has also been transmitted to younger generations of Sindhis, and is reflected in the increasing number of Sindhis who have gained prominence in the Hindutva movement, from L. K. Advani (and his rath yatra in 1990) to Maya Kodnani (and her alleged role in the Gujarat violence of 2002). 
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CHAPTER 13

Women

Gidumal’s Daughter

Divan Gidumal was a prominent minister at the Hyderabad court. Able and loyal, he had served first Nur Mohammed Kalhoro, and then his son Ghulam Shah Kalhoro. It was Gidumal who had spent two whole years building the new capital at Hyderabad, exhausting the two boatloads of money that Ghulam Shah sent him. The temporary camp that Gidumal set up on the banks of the Sindhu during these two years became a permanent settlement named after him: first by the name of Gidu jo Tando, and later, Gidu Bunder. When the new capital was ready in 1768, Gidumal and his family settled down near the fort, in what would later be known as the Gidwani Lane. Later, when the Talpur Mirs overthrew the Kalhoras in 1783, Gidumal changed allegiance to the new rulers of Sindh. 

Gidumal had no children of his own: He considered his brother’s children his heirs, and was especially fond of Draupadi, his brother’s daughter. Known as Sadori, or ‘good girl’, tales of her matchless beauty reached the Talpur court. Soon, Gidumal’s new masters cast their covetous eyes on her – though the legend does not tell us which Mir among the many Talpur brothers and their sons who ruled Hyderabad was interested. 

One day, Gidumal received news from his Makrani guards – slaves of African origin that he had imported into Sindh from the Makran coast. The Mir, desirous of seeing Sadori’s beauty for himself, had disguised himself as a burqa-clad woman and had tried to enter Gidumal’s zanana. The Makranis reported that they had beaten him up and thrown him out unceremoniously.

Realising his now-tenuous position in the Hyderabad court, Gidumal fled with his family to the safety of Kutch. The Mir sent a message to the Maharao of Kutch, acknowledging his folly and asking for forgiveness. He requested the Maharao to send Gidumal back. When Gidumal returned to Sindh, he learned from his assistants that the letter was a lie, and that the Mir intended to take Sadori by force.

Now Gidumal ascended to the terrace of his house. The Talpur palaces loomed in the distance. Then he called for Sadori. When she came, he explained his unbearable dilemma to her. Sadori offered to end her life. Some say she jumped off the terrace, some say she drank from a chalice of poison, and still others say that Gidumal executed her with his sword. 

The Mir heard of Sadori’s death, and flew into a rage. When Gidumal next attended the Talpur court, he was surrounded by guards who sank their iron tiger-claws into his belly. Legend has it that he died then and there.

Women and Partition

Sindhi Hindus, being a religious minority living in a highly feudal society, had long harboured anxieties about the possible abduction and conversion of their women, and so ensured that the latter lived restricted lives. As the writer Kavita Daswani describes Hindu women in Sindh, ‘they were, effectively, in the smallest and most insignificant minority: Hindu Sindhi women in a male-dominated, Muslim majority population.’1 As a result, Sindhi Hindu women maintained purdah, one of the many common customs and ways of living that Sindhi Hindus had acquired after living under Muslim rule for centuries. 

The bulk of Sindhi Hindu women dressed and lived relatively conservatively. Most adult women had two sets of clothes – ‘Sindhi clothes’, that is suthan-cholo, loose pants and a short tunic, which were worn in the privacy of the home – and other clothes which were donned in public: paros, or large loose skirts, combined with rawos or chadars: These were worn on top of the suthan-cholo. Alternatively, they wore saris. Some Hindu women, when they stepped out of the house, wore a chadar, draping it to cover the entire upper body. In even more conservative situations, the chadar was worn in the akhdi style, that is draped in such a way that only a single eye of the woman was exposed, just enough for her to find her way. Teji Bhojwani relates that when her mother wore her chadar in the akhdi style, Teji and siblings would be able to recognise her only from her distinctive slippers.

However, this was not necessarily true of younger women, especially from the upper classes in the ‘more modern’ cities of Karachi and Hyderabad, who had far greater freedom and mobility as the 20th century progressed. They were also affected by changes in fashion that were taking place elsewhere in India – wearing salwar kameez, or a dress, or even sleeveless sari blouses. 

While most women were kept in the seclusion of their homes, great emphasis was placed on the education of girl children among the Hindu Sindhis, especially among the Amils, because a girl’s education was considered to be part of her dowry.2 Consequently, Hindu girls in Sindh were better educated than their Muslim counterparts.3

In Sindhi society, back then, it was unthinkable that a ‘respectable’ woman could work outside the home – the only exception being the lack of an able-bodied adult male in the family. Among the middle class, only those women worked who did not have a father or a father-figure to provide for them, and they generally opted for the ‘safe’ and ‘woman-dominated’ sector of education. Among the poorer sections of society, though, women could and did work from home, rolling bidis or pursuing tailoring work to supplement the family income. 

Sindhi Hindu women found their world especially transformed after Partition. Apart from the physical dislocation from their homes, the arduous journey across the border, and the lengthy and difficult process of rehabilitation, they also found themselves pushed out of their homes, their private spaces, into the public domain. This occurred in different forms – in the very act of journeying to India, in some cases without a male escort (which could translate into a bewildering situation where the women were not easily able to negotiate public spaces); in the lack of privacy in the camps (with mere curtains for walls, open-air kitchens, and common toilets and bathrooms); and for those women who were obliged to support their families, in their employment outside the home. All these situations shattered the private world of the home that Sindhi Hindu women had inhabited before Partition. This is illustrated in the narrative of Popati Hiranandani:

Early in the morning we arrived in Jodhpur. We were 50 people in all. All women and children. We killed time in the waiting room, because we didn’t know where we were supposed to stay. In the afternoon a boy came to fetch us. He put us in tongas and brought us to a bungalow. 

We reached the bungalow but what were we to eat and what were we to wear? Two people in our group approached the neighbours in the locality. One Rajasthani woman in the neighbourhood said, ‘We will only give food to the children.’ The woman and her daughter-in-law prepared the food and brought it to us one hour later. They made the children sit in a line and served them the food on sheets of paper. At night also, similarly, the children were fed. The adults fasted.

At night, there were no beds to sleep on, no lights, no mattresses, no pillows. We covered ourselves with the pallu of our saris and tried to sleep. But how do you sleep when you are hungry?

The next day, at noon, someone came selling fried moong dal. Everyone bought one or two kilos and swallowed it. The bungalow was at a distance from the city. We didn’t know our way around. There was money but we also feared we would run out of it. It was why we were hesitant about spending.

On the third day, we bought soap; we washed the sari and the blouse on alternate days. 

[…] There was a brave woman with us, Sundri. On the third day, she took money from all of us, made a list of things and went to buy them. She bought wheat and got it ground, and also bought vegetables. After two and a half days, we got some something to eat. Sundri stood at the door to the kitchen and handed out rotis for everyone to eat: one for each child, two for each adult, and a big spoonful of vegetables, no more. With something in my stomach, my mind and my heart came back to life. 

Through it all, we worried, not for ourselves, but for the relatives left behind. Everyone wrote letters, and some sent telegrams. After seven days, my masi’s eldest son reached Jodhpur. He gave us news from home, but this only troubled us more. Thousands of Punjabi Muslims had come by train to Karachi; they had collected some Labana Sikhs in a temple, poured kerosene all around, and set fire to it. The 160 Sikhs sitting inside were burnt to death!4 In Hyderabad, the muhajirs would go knocking on the doors of all the houses at night, break them open if locked, and start living there.

On receiving such news, we began to wonder why we had come to India. If anything happened to our men, of what use would our lives be? 

My [male] cousin had come to Jodhpur to find out how we were. When he went back to Sindh two days later, everybody begged him, ‘Tell our family that they should come here. We don’t want anything else. Even if they have to come barefoot.’

After 12 days, a lorry filled with grain arrived. My [female] cousin’s husband had also sent a few clothes. We had spent 12 days wearing a single set of clothes and eating only one meal a day. On the 13th day, we bathed and then ate our stomach’s fill.

Gradually the boys and the men started coming. But they all came empty-handed. My brother Hashu had reached Delhi. He sent us money and clothes from there. Only my eldest brother was left in Karachi. When we heard that he too had left Sindh, we practically celebrated.5

While the near-absence of privacy necessitated the shedding of purdah, the homelessness and the economic difficulties of the women in families where adult male members were absent or incapacitated also ensured that some women now acquired a greater degree of freedom. They began to step out of the house, either to look for a house or to earn a living, often teaching and/or sewing. In this regard, the Sindhi Hindu culture of educating girl children stood them in good stead. 

Nimmi Vasvani, then a 10-year-old girl, had come to Bombay with her older sister Padam and her family. She recalls how she became financially independent at a young age:

My father must have been about 54-years-old in 1947. He was the advocate-general for the province of Sindh and he also had his private practice. In those days, I remember, his fees were Rs 1,00,000 per case. So we were living well, and we had a highly Westernised upbringing. Before Partition, my elder brothers and sisters used to get pocket money amounting to Rs 100. They enjoyed going to clubs and racecourses. I did not have those facilities growing up. I was the youngest and I was denied these pleasures because of Partition.

We had a beautiful house in Karachi, and when we came to Bombay, initially we stayed like refugees at my cousin’s residence. Other relatives had also sought shelter with my cousin, and at night the sitting room would become a dormitory with mattresses lined up on the carpet. 

Subsequently, our house in Karachi was sold, and my father came to Bombay. We first stayed at a couple of hotels, and later on, we got a requisitioned five-bedroom flat at Worli. It came at a rent of Rs 400 which was considered very steep in those days, but it was a beautiful flat, overlooking a garden. 

For a while, my father dabbled in stocks and shares, hoping that he would be able to make some money. But this did not work out in his favour. The money that we got for our beautiful Karachi bungalow – Rs 1,00,000 – was a princely sum then. But it didn’t take us far because inflation progressively ate it up, and the family was big.

I started working at the age of 15. I did not go to college for the simple reason that when I attempted securing a seat, I was informed that Bombay University would not accept me without a Maths certificate, and unfortunately, I had not opted for Maths in my Senior Cambridge.

After I completed my school education, to while away my time, I learnt shorthand and typing. Soon a job was arranged for me with Kaycee Industries, since the owner, Kishin Chand Sadarangani, was a friend of my father’s. After a two-year stint, I left Kaycee Industries to join Siemens Engineering. After resigning from Siemens, I went to London where I worked for two-and-a-half years. When I came back, I first joined TWA, and later worked at Metal Box for almost 25 years.

When I started working, my salary was Rs 150. I used to bring that home and give it to my mother, who’d say, ‘I can run the house on this money for 15 days of the month.’ One of my brothers supplemented this amount by giving tuitions whilst still in college. I used to get Rs 10 for my bus fare, and sandwiches for lunch every day. That’s how life was, but I never felt bad about it or cribbed. No. This was my family. And we took it in our stride. 

Earning money taught me the value of many things. I suspect, if I didn’t have to work, my approach to life would have been quite different. See, initially, before Partition, we were brought up in the lap of luxury. Everything was done for us by servants. We really didn’t want for anything. Then circumstances put us in a situation where we struggled to make two ends meet. When I got this job, I realised how important it was to save and not fritter away one’s savings. I also came to cherish my independence, the freedom that came from being a bread-winner.

I continued to work after marriage of my own volition. When my daughter was growing up, I told her, ‘Go out and work. You are secure only when you cease being dependent on others.’ 

I have tried to teach my children the value of money, and hopefully now they are teaching their children the same.6

Maya Shivdasani (nee Sita Kripalani) had come from her native Hyderabad (Sindh) to Bombay in 1937 after she got married to Lachiram Shivdasani, who was then working in the city. After Partition, Maya had to look after her younger siblings – three brothers (including Dr Nari Kripalani) and three sisters – who came to stay with her in Bombay. She also helped other relatives who had migrated to India. In her memoir, Maya Shivdasani describes how her cousins worked hard to rehabilitate themselves:

When Partition came, Sundri, Devi and Khema [my cousins] came to India. They were in Poona for two years where Khema opened a chemist’s shop but it didn’t do well so they headed to Bombay. Here they managed to get accommodation in the refugee colony in Kalyan. At least three times a week Sundri used to come to my house because she had nothing to do. She was my age and quite close to me. Once Radhi Aunty [my aunt-in-law] saw her sprawled on the divan. She asked me who she was and why she was sleeping in the middle of the morning. I told her she was my cousin and that she was an expert at embroidery and making pickles and mithais. Radhi Aunty gave her a sari and asked her to embroider it, choosing the design and colour combination. A week later Sundri brought back the sari with delicate embroidery in very sophisticated colours. Radhi Aunty was very impressed and she helped Sundri and Devi get many orders from her friends. Sundri’s and Devi’s reputation for good quality authentic Sindhi pickles and mithais also began to grow: their mithi chutney, kadukash, tel ji ambri, gur ji ambri and pista-badam vara7 became famous. They had many special clients […] and also many Sindhis living in London and the US. Devi used to do all the making and Sundri did all the marketing. As the orders grew, Sundri hired a small boy (around 15 years old) to carry the heavy bags because she used to make home deliveries and kept up a good relationship with her clients.

[…] Sundri and Devi worked very hard and they managed to buy a small house for themselves. When Nari and I visited them in their new home they were glowing with pride.8

However, a working girl in the family was perceived as a stigma, as proof of the weak earning power of the men of the family, and in many cases, women stopped working outside the home once their families became financially stable. Yet, it should be pointed out that, with the passage of time and the advent of increasingly liberal attitudes, several working women (many of whom either chose to, or were obliged to, remain unmarried in order to continue providing for their families) also elected to continue with their careers. Equally, unmarried girls found it easier to work, especially in family businesses, since they were perceived as not having taken up their final and permanent status: that of a married woman in her husband’s family. However, these instances of working women appear to be in a minority, and Sindhi society continues to be deeply patriarchal.9

The political upheaval of Partition meant that old systems were overturned. For several decades, many Bhaiband merchants had spent most of their working lives abroad, returning home only for a few months at a stretch before departing once more. In their absence, their wives and mothers had become the de facto heads of the household. This came to a stop after Partition when Sindhworkis moved abroad en famille, and the custom of husbands and wives living apart for most of their married lives also came to an end. 

Given the paucity of living space, and the shift in geographical spaces, many joint families also began to break up, giving rise to nuclear families. In business families, the shrinking of the joint family implied that there were fewer family members to trust – essential for a family-run business. This factor also contributed to the entry of women in the businesses run by their fathers, brothers or husbands. However, as the anthropologist Mark-Anthony Falzon points out, the patriarchal nature of Sindhi society ensures that these working women are perceived not as partners or as equals but as ‘helpers’, regardless of their contribution to the family business or income.10 

All these factors – the break-up of the traditional patrilocal, patriarchal joint family, increased literacy, the entry of women into the workplace – contributed to giving Sindhi women a greater degree of freedom and influence. Yet, this was often accompanied by marked disapproval from their family members – both the older generation as well as husbands or brothers – and family conflict, not to mention community censure. Vakil and Cabinetmaker report on the position of Sindhi women in Kalyan camp:

The older generation visits temples and gurudwaras for morning and evening prayers. They frown upon the younger women going to restaurants. It was not done ‘back home’. They deplore the deterioration of morals of D.P. women. […]

[Another] source of tension arising from unemployment is the increased number of women going out to work. Pre-partition, there were only 3 women who were gainfully employed. At present there are 30 [out of a sample size of 270]. This is a constant source of friction at home. The Government is blamed for unemployment of men and their inadequate wages. But, even in pre-partition days women did contribute towards the family income by cottage industries like making of preserves, pickles, etc. A number of D.P. women in both the camps have continued these industries and they either sell their produce in the camps or come to the City. These occupations are considered as women’s preserve and the men bear them no grudge for that. It is going to work with men that they dislike. 

As compared with the position of women in the non-D.P. section of the population of the middle class stratum, the D.P. women’s role seems to be that of an efficient housewife only. Some of them observe ‘purdah’. Quite a few of them were married when they were about 14 years of age. Widows are not allowed to remarry. A widower may remarry and as often as he has to, i.e. if his second wife dies too, and the third as well and so on. Age is no bar to his remarriage. During our stay in the camp a widower of 60 years of age married a girl of 14 years. He complained to us that his wife neglected him and spent her time in idle gossip with friends and neighbours.

Although marriage and rearing of children appears to be the destiny of the D.P. women, they have no say in the education of their children. That is decided by the father. Economic independence of women is viewed with disfavour – almost alarm. The women themselves dislike their independence and consider their work as a stop-gap arrangement till they are able to marry. They stated they were forced to seek employment to help the family and because they could not afford a substantial dowry. Some day they hoped to settle down. Thus economic necessity and social custom of dowry are contributing towards a social change. Its duration might be short lived, but while it lasts it gives rise to tensions.11

Dowry had long been a social evil among Sindhi Hindus, despite efforts to eradicate it as early as the late 19th century. Now, in India, in a context of economic strain, instead of asking for less dowry, families of marriageable boys began to ask for even higher amounts of dowry than before. This, combined with the fact that several women had started working in order to support their families, meant that some of these women could not and did not get married.12

Owing to his tireless work and self-neglect, Dr Choithram Gidwani fell ill in 1957. He was to officiate as president at a social service conference in Ajmer, but instead his presidential address – possibly his last public speech – was read out on his behalf by his old friend and colleague, Professor Ghanshyamdas Jethanand. His speech, which lamented the moral and social upheaval wreaked on Sindhis by Partition, said:

 It is true that our economic state is pitiable, it is true that we have become dispersed and scattered, but these are not reason enough for us to consider ourselves beholden or powerless to do anything to save our community from social decline. No doubt we are – and should be – always concerned about improving our economic status, but along with that if each of us considers communal self-respect as an asset like money, then finding solutions to social problems will not be difficult for us.

The amazing thing is that those clans which had no custom of dowry in Sindh before Partition have also fallen prey to this disease. The problem has truly increased. […] Another outcome of this foul custom is that many girls of a marriageable age have been kept away from marriage.13

Dr Choithram Gidwani died of lung cancer in Bombay on  13 September 1957. Choosing to devote his life to political and social work, he had not married, and had no children. Working tirelessly for the rights and the welfare of Sindhi refugees, he did not buy or rent a home of his own after migrating to India. According to his nephew, Bhagwan Gidwani, the worldly possessions that he left behind were Rs 80 and a broken watch.14

If wives, daughters and daughters-in-law faced difficulties in the process of rehabilitation, what about those women who did not have their immediate family to rely on? Maya Shivdasani’s maternal aunt, Dadi Hari, a child widow, lived at her parents’ home but spent a lot of time in the Nari Shala, a home for widows in Hyderabad (Sindh). As a result, Maya and her family were very close to Dadi Bhoji, the woman who founded and managed the Nari Shala. Here Maya Shivdasani recalls how she helped the Nari Shala women after they migrated from Hyderabad:

One day in 1947 Baba-Ami [my parents] phoned me from Hyderabad (Pakistan). They said that they had sent a small parcel for me through Dadi Bhoji who had left for Bombay. Lachu [my husband] and I went to the station and Dadi Bhoji handed over the parcel to us. When Lachu asked her, ‘Dadi, where are you staying… can I drop you somewhere?’ She looked him straight in the eye and said, ‘Lachu, God has sent you to collect your parcel and also to collect me!’ We found ourselves taking Dadi and her group of 20 from the Nari Shala to Bansilal Villa.

We put them up in our drawing room. It was not easy but it was not difficult, either. Breakfast was tea and a small loli [Sindhi pancake], dinner and lunch was dal-sabzi and either rice or chappati. The women were not demanding at all. They did all their own work – washing and cleaning – but every morning they had a loud bhajan session which Lachu found a little noisy and ‘besura’ [off-key]. The women were all trying to locate relatives who would take them in and this took nearly six months.

Dadi Bhoji was a child widow and her father, Bulchand Advani, was one of the founder members of the Nari Shala in Hyderabad. Dadi was a very dynamic and determined woman. She had so many ideas on how to expand the Shala and make the women self supporting. At the Shala widows spent their time reading the Guru Granth Sahib and doing social work. They were also taught a vocation – stitching, cooking, embroidery and Gurmukhi. We used to give them a lot of orders and so did many other families.

[…] When Partition came [Bhagwansing Advani, who constructed the buildings, Shyam Niwas and Nanik Niwas] gave a ground floor flat in Nanik Niwas to Dadi Bhoji for the Nari Shala. Chaturi Malani volunteered to help Dadi in setting it up and settle the women. The Shala soon became very popular in Bombay for markas, bhogs, weddings, etc. Even in Bombay the Shala women continued to wear the traditional paro-chadar… grey paro with black churidar and grey chadar. They all had very short cropped hair, like nuns.15

As Maya Shivdasani’s narrative indicates, there were a small number of Sindhi women who were not attached to larger families at the time of Partition: It is not clear whether all of them were widows, or whether some women had been cast out by their husbands and/or their natal families. Apart from the women of the Nari Shala from Hyderabad, there were other similarly ‘unattached’ women who migrated from Sindh, and several of them also had children to look after. Among the various camps set up for Sindhi Hindu refugees in Bombay city was also the Nari Seva Sadan, a camp at Kurla, which housed nearly 1,000 women and over 700 children in an atmosphere of ‘strict discipline’ in early 1951.16 

Several other Nari Shalas also sprang up in Kalyan camp and other places, housing single women who pursued tailoring and embroidery to earn a living.17

Partition Marriages

Partition created an additional crisis for parents of teenage children, both girls and boys. As many put it, ‘Who knew what would happen in Hindustan, after we were scattered? Then what would happen to our children? It was better to marry them off in Sindh itself.’ A fear of disintegration of the community in India – which appears inflated in retrospect – led to the phenomenon of Partition marriages: a spate of hastily arranged marriages between 1947 and 1948 among Sindhi Hindus, often between very young teenagers. While it was common in that era for young girls to be married off at a young age, say 16 or 17, Partition brought about weddings of girls who were younger, sometimes barely 10-years-old. This phenomenon was also far more common in villages rather than cities.

A second motivation for these marriages was the protection – in a very limited sense – of the unmarried daughter of the family, the nyaahni. There had been enough accounts (further inflated by rumours) of rapes and abductions taking place in other parts of North India. A hastily arranged marriage on the eve of migration could not in itself prevent the occurrence of rape or abduction if that were to happen but, as the thinking went, at least the girl would be married already. It would have been extremely difficult to arrange the marriage of an unmarried girl who was known to have been raped.

Devi Moolchandani lives in Adipur (a suburb of Gandhidam) in the Sindhu Varsha Colony, a low-income housing colony, the construction of which was sponsored by Sindhi philanthropists. She recalls her marriage at an extremely young age, and the years of resettlement:

My parents lived in Nasirabad. They were poor; they rolled bidis. My mother had seven daughters, like I do. When I was very little, my father passed away. 

We were a family of a few brothers and sisters. My [other older] sisters had got married earlier. Only three of us [sisters] were left. 

We kept hearing that there would be riots, trouble. People were migrating, everyone was getting scattered. What would happen? 

In a time of such fear, one of my sisters and I were hurriedly married off in our childhoods. I was about 11 when I got married. 11 or 12. My sister too, she was about 13 or 14. We were married to two brothers. 

That left just one sister. She was the youngest of us all. She also got married at the same time as us, but to a much older husband. She was about 10-years-old, her husband was about 20. Our youngest sister got left behind in Pakistan after her marriage. We hear she is still living there. But where do we go looking for her? We still don’t know her exact whereabouts. 

We left Pakistan after having been married for a year, just when the troubles began. Muslims moved into our town. There were fights everywhere, and the Muslims were killing everyone. We were scared, and complained to the police. The police in turn said, ‘Why don’t you leave? You’ll get killed. Get out, get out.’ 

I remember: We were cooking rice. But we just left the food – the pot of rice, the rotis, everything – and ran. We only took the clothes we were wearing. Nothing else. 

Then the police escorted us – my mother-in-law, my father-in-law, my niraans [husband’s sisters]. We left by train and came to Karachi, where we ate a meal, then boarded a ship. We reached Bombay. In Bombay, we had no place to stay. So we lived for a couple of days in a dharamshala.

My niraan from Larkana was in India. She was living in Bantva, in Junagadh. She and her family were concerned for us. Her husband came to collect us from Bombay. He brought us to Bantva. 

We arrived in Bantva in just the clothes that we were wearing. My niraan’s daughters-in-law were there, and they gave us some of their clothes. They gave us their suits, we wore them. In my niraan’s house, my niraan’s immediate family lived upstairs, and they gave us one of the rooms downstairs. Somehow we managed to live.

In Bantva, there were houses belonging to Muslims, which had been locked up. Several Sindhis just went and occupied these houses. Someone broke open the lock of one of the Memon homes and took it over. 

The intruders would say: ‘If this is aggressive, so be it. We are poor people, where do we go?’ 

We were simple, we wouldn’t take the houses. 

‘Go and take the houses,’ other Sindhis would say.

We’d respond, ‘No, sir. We don’t want another person’s home.’

The Muslims weren’t there. They had locked up their homes and gone away. But their possessions were still lying inside their homes. How could we go and take over another person’s possessions?

My father had died there in Pakistan itself. My mother had been living in Karachi, along with two of my brothers. She had married both her sons off. I had met them in Karachi, before we boarded the ship. Then we were scattered in different directions. I never saw my mother or my brothers again. 

There was a man from our neighbourhood in Nasirabad; he was known to my husband’s family. When my other niraan had gone to Amravati, she saw him there and recognised him. He told her about my family. Then she told me that my family was living in Amravati.

However, there was no way of going there. After all, we had no money. Besides, I was young. 

Somehow, with some luck, I managed to reach Amravati with my niraan. I learnt that both my brothers had died. Only my bhajais [brothers’ wives] were living. One had had four girls and a son. She recognised me. She was my older brother’s wife. The other bhajai, she told me, had a son, and after my brother’s demise, had remarried. 

My father and mother had died, my brothers had died. And I got to meet only one bhajai. I never met anyone else. 

In Bantva, I slogged for 20 years, working in people’s houses to make ends meet. Washing dishes, sweeping and swabbing floors. What did we get? Barely Rs 25. We have really seen poverty. 

Thankfully, my mother-in-law looked after me like a daughter; she gave me a lot of love. My sister and I got married at the same time, but she has passed away. Both my husband and his brother have also passed away. Now I alone am left. They have all gone to God. That’s where I have to go too.18

In 1947, Ishwari Khanchandani was a young girl of 13, living in Badin in Southern Sindh. She recalls that she seldom ventured out of the house: It was not customary for girls to roam around in public. She remembers communal violence in Badin, and listening to the sounds of fighting in the lanes outside her house. Her family sat terrified inside their house, expecting to be killed at any time. Stories of rapes and abductions elsewhere in the subcontinent had already reached their ears. Ultimately, the family decided to migrate. Around this time, they received a visitor who brought with him a marriage proposal for Ishwari. The intended groom was the visitor’s unmarried brother-in-law, a man of 40. After one full month, he was able to convince Ishwari’s father to agree to the marriage. Ishwari’s maternal aunt was against the match. She protested to Ishwari’s father, ‘Your daughter is far too young! Let her grow up, let her eat here however long she is destined. She is a nyaahni.’ But the father refused to go back on his word. Ishwari recalls, ‘Throughout, I remember being very scared. My friends and I had never seen men. I was from the village. I didn’t know what my in-laws were like, how I should behave with them, how I should respond to my husband.’

After the wedding, Ishwari went to Tando Muhammad Khan, where she and her husband stayed for two nights. On the third day they left by train for Marwar Junction. Here, they stayed at the tented transit camp near the station, with separate areas for men and women. Ishwari’s in-laws were a big family, with her husband’s sisters, their families, her husband’s brothers and their wives. From Marwar Junction, the family went to Mandsaur in present-day Madhya Pradesh, then to Bantva, and later to Patan. Everywhere, Ishwari and her husband lived together with his sisters and their families. Eight months into the marriage, Ishwari went to live with her parents, who had resettled in Ujjain. She says, ‘I wasn’t “mature” at that point. After seven months of living with my parents, I went to Bantva. And a year later, I “grew up”.’

Ishwari was extremely unhappy in her marriage. She explains:

I was newly married, I couldn’t protest in front of my sisters-in-law. My husband used to do whatever his sisters told him. I was truly stuck. What could I do? My husband was so much older; if I disobeyed him, I would be abused. In any case, my husband used to beat me at his sisters’ bidding. Since I was young and naïve, I could not do anything about it. Now I have become a clever talker. But what’s the use of it now? In those days, I did not know what to say, I’d say nothing, so I would get beaten up. 

I did not complain to my father for getting me married at a young age to an unsuitable groom. I couldn’t, for I was consumed by sharam, modesty. But in my heart of hearts, I used to blame my father for being unfeeling, for attaching me to this old man. Being married to such an old man meant that I never sat face-to-face on the bed with him. I couldn’t say a word to him. In any case, what can one say to an older man? My life went down the drain.19

Over the years, Ishwari Khanchandani worked as a maid in several houses. She had two sons who settled in Patan, but she could not live with them; she did not get along with one daughter-in-law and the other son was too poor to support her. In Adipur, she lived in a home for destitute Sindhi women. 

By definition, most of these marriages were arranged in extreme haste. Damayanti Sainani, who survived the Quetta violence and came to Larkana, was married off within one day of her parents receiving a ‘good proposal’ for her.20 Navalrai Bachani and his brother were married off to two sisters. But the wedding ceremony was conducted in such a hurry that the brother’s photograph was used in his stead, since he had already migrated to India.21

Many of these girls who were married off in haste were deeply affected. Apart from the distress of Partition, common to the rest of their community, these young girls also faced a sudden uprooting from their family. They had to experience the ordeal of the journey and the process of resettlement with their marital family, who were in all probability complete strangers. Added to this was the girl’s loss of contact with her natal family; often contact was re-established much later, after one or both families were resettled in India. In a few cases, as Devi Moolchandani’s instance shows, contact was either established too late or not at all. In some cases, young girls like Ishwari Khanchandani felt compelled to spend the rest of their lives in extremely unhappy marriages. In contrast, the teenage boys who were married off at this time did not experience the additional trauma of being uprooted from their families. 
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CHAPTER 14

Counting the Costs

Hostility and Prejudice

After reaching India, Sindhi refugees came into conflict with the local people and with the government over a number of issues. Their consequent unpopularity among the general Indian public was reflected in the press at the time. In Sindh, newspapers like Dawn and Jang had been biased towards the muhajirs, and prejudiced against the Sindhi Hindus. At that time, Indian newspapers such as The Times of India and the Free Press Journal, had shown great sympathy in reporting the difficulties faced by Hindus and Sikhs in West Pakistan; now these papers started speaking of refugees ‘invading Bombay’1 and the ‘refugee problem’.2

There were many reasons behind this sentiment of unpopularity, which varied in degree from region to region. Firstly, since the communal violence in Sindh had not been of the magnitude found in Punjab or Bengal, the exodus of Sindhi Hindus from their home province was perceived by large sections of the public as unwarranted and, therefore, craven. Several Sindhi Hindus of that generation recall being called bhagoras, those who ran away, implying cowardice.

As mentioned earlier, Sindhi Hindus had several characteristics – their dress, script, language and customs – which gave them a ‘quasi-Muslim’ image in the eyes of many Indian Hindus. The accelerated competition that they brought to the local markets (and their occasional disregard of the law) also did not endear them to the Indian public. Similarly, when the relatively affluent Sindhis’ demand for flats in Bombay drove the pugree market up, this was resented by the locals.

Moreover, there were many instances of homeless Sindhi squatting in public spaces, like docks or station platforms, especially at the Alexandra docks in Bombay. When Sindhis illegally occupied Muslim property, they triggered deep hostility among the Muslims of that place. Further, when Muslim evacuee property was allotted to the incoming Sindhi Hindu refugees, local Hindu residents began resenting the latter, for these Hindus had anticipated taking over this property once the Muslims had migrated.

Sindhis were also seen as loud and flashy, which gave rise to the ethnic stereotype of the crude and crass Sindhi. Even today, Sindhis are perceived as materialistic, given to vulgar displays of wealth. According to a survey conducted by Subhadra Anand, of 100 Maharashtrians between 20-60 years in Ulhasnagar and Bombay in 1989, 83 per cent of the respondents thought that Sindhis are money-minded, 87 per cent thought that Sindhis display wealth in a vulgar fashion, 69 per cent thought that Sindhi businessmen have unethical business tactics, 86 per cent thought that Sindhis are loud and crude, and 69 per cent said they would not like to have Sindhi neighbours.3

Equally, there was also the public perception that some Sindhi Hindu refugees – especially those living in camps – were enjoying doles given to them without bothering to lift a finger to do any work. This perception was furthered by the way the Sindhis dressed, and abetted by newspaper articles which reported Sindhi refugees as people who ‘eat, sleep, play cards or just loaf about’.4 This naturally engendered public resentment, as also debates about material help given to refugees when a considerable section of India’s population – which had not been displaced – remained below the poverty line and without doles. 

Finally, the general perception was cemented when refugees living in camps outside cities were unable to find any livelihood, yet refused any offers of agricultural labour, which in the Sindhi cultural context was demeaning to them. All this contributed to the common saying: ‘If you come across a snake and a Sindhi on the road, kill the Sindhi first.’ 

Sindhis had to face varying degrees of stigmatisation. As mentioned earlier, the region of resettlement played a large role, with greater stigmatisation occurring in the more Sanskritised Hindu areas of Gujarat and Rajasthan. Victor Barnouw, who conducted research on the Sindhi refugee camp at Pimpri in 1952 and again in 1963, reports:

Sindhis can be easily identified in Poona, at least the women who wear a distinctive dress which is quite different from the local sari. The silky fabrics of these clothes often look expensive, and partly for this reason there is a widespread notion among the local Maharashtrians that the Sindhis are all rich and only pretend to be poor. Stories about the misrepresentation of assets […] are well known. Sindhis are held to be energetic, enterprising businessmen; and since they have been underselling the local Poona merchants, it is believed that they are making large profits. Pimpri has been raided a few times by ‘outside’ gangs of thieves from Poona, who evidently assume the colony to be wealthy.5

Izzat

A significant reason for the Sindhi Hindu exodus from Pakistan was that they felt that their izzat had been eroded in a Muslim-majority nation, that they could not live there and also ‘hold their heads high’. It was, therefore, quite ironic that, on coming to India, the Sindhi Hindus experienced only further erosion of their izzat. To begin with, they had lost all their current sources of izzat – their wealth, their businesses, their homes and properties, their well-placed jobs and their spheres of influence and power. Moreover, with the process of migration and the physical splintering of Sindhi society, they had also lost the complex social web they had inhabited, which was the realm of their izzat. For instance, whereas in Sindh, one’s family background could add to one’s standing, in India this factor was rendered irrelevant, given the anonymity of the refugee in Indian society at large. 

In India, Sindhi Hindus, stripped of their izzat, now found that they were looked down upon and discriminated against on various grounds – as ‘cowards’, as ‘quasi-Muslims’, as ‘helpless’ refugees, as competitors in business and as a ‘crude and unsophisticated’ people.

A factor which contributed to the sense of rejection felt by many of the Sindhi Hindu refugees was the very epithet of refugee. ‘Refugee’ in English, and its equivalents, sharanarthi in Hindi, and panaahgir in Urdu, together with nirvasit, meaning homeless, in Gujarati: All were considered pejorative terms by Sindhi Hindus, who felt that these words evoked a sense of helplessness and dependency.6 Kala Shahani and her husband, Shanti Shahani, were young Congress workers at the time of Partition. They survived the Karachi pogrom and resettled in Bombay. The writer, C. S. Lakshmi, who authored a brief biography of Kala Shahani, says:

Apart from the trauma of separation and uprooting was the humiliation of being branded as ‘refugee’. It was a term people like [Kala Shahani] found difficult to accept. ‘That very word, we hated it,’ she said. They felt that they were not being welcomed here. ‘…It pained us. We had suffered a terrible separation and now over and above that, [this] humiliation…’ Their response to being called refugees was – ‘We are not refugees… we are a part of you. We will stand on our own feet.’ ‘And we did so,’ Kala Shahani said, ‘we proved to the people of India that we could help ourselves.’7

The Sindhi Hindus reacted by producing other terms to describe themselves. From sharanarthi came the term purusharthi, meaning ‘industrious’, and going one step further, paramarthi, meaning ‘concerned with spiritual salvation’. In more cosmopolitan and westernised surroundings, many Sindhi Hindus preferred the sanitised term, ‘displaced persons’ or ‘evacuees from Sindh’; these terms were also widely used by the state.

The Sindhi Hindus felt their stigmatisation deeply, and they responded to this sense of social inferiority in several ways. Their first move to regain their social status was through their economic rehabilitation, with scant regard paid to legalities, on occasion. As one Sindhi refugee said: 

When we left Sindh, we left all the privileges which naturally came by belonging to a region. But when we realised we had no region we decided to create security by making money. At least with money you can buy power, people and status.8

As mentioned earlier, some Sindhi Hindus also turned towards the Hindu right, embracing Sanskritic customs and rituals. Further, they sought to dilute or cloak their Sindhi identity (with its Muslim and rustic features and overtones) by trying to assimilate into local societies and by learning the regional language and customs. In the bargain, they cast aside their own language. Many in the younger generations were not taught at first to read and write, and later, to speak, Sindhi. According to a survey done by Subhadra Anand, of 100 persons between 60-80 years in Ulhasnagar and Bombay in 1989, 57 per cent of the respondents didn’t teach their children to write or read Sindhi, and 88 per cent of them didn’t send their children to Sindhi schools.9 According to the 1991 Census, Sindhi was ranked 33 in the list of Indian mother tongues (in descending order of strength); in the 2001 Census, it had slipped to 45. Seeking to adapt and assimilate, Sindhi Hindus also turned their backs on their own history and culture. As a result, today many in the younger generation have grown up with a sense of a cultural vacuum, unaware of their heritage. 

In 1947, Keshowdas Madnani was a young man of 22. He and his newly married wife, along with the rest of his family, came from their native Shikarpur to resettle in Bombay, where his father’s business had a branch office. Keshowdas Madnani expressed his opinion on the future of his community’s culture to his daughter, the writer Lata Jagtiani:

We can’t do much for the Sindhi culture, we can’t preserve the traditions, many of which are too conservative. We lost the language because we did everything to blend with the local people and we spoke in Hindi. Parents taught children Hindi; they would brand somebody as [a] ‘refugee’ if he spoke in Sindhi, and [they would say] that he was a bumpkin and so they started looking down on [the] Sindhi [language]. That is how the language began to suffer. People pretended to be Gujaratis, Punjabis, etc., so that nobody guessed they were Sindhis. You see, people were contemptuous of Sindhis, who were forced into poverty and they were wrongly seen as poor and cheap. It was quite painful that we were denying our real identity, when we should have felt proud of ourselves. Even today, [Sindhi] people feel proud when they are told, ‘Oh, I thought you were a Punjabi, not a Sindhi.’ We should stop being ashamed of being Sindhi, we have done nothing wrong and we have, in fact, made something out of our lives when everything was taken from us, for no fault of our own.10

However, ethnic identity in a multi-ethnic society like India is also reinforced from the outside. Hence, the writer Popati Hiranandani’s observation: ‘I am also a refugee; I want to assimilate but the local population always reminds me that I am a refugee.’11 

Having been citizens of pre-Independent India, and not having identified with Pakistan, Sindhis also stressed their pan-Indian identity. This was bolstered by the then-prevalent Nehruvian ideology of Indian citizens rising above their ethnic affiliations and religions to unite as ‘Indians’. This ideology of assimilation was also actively propagated by several Sindhi Congress political leaders soon after migrating to India. 

This sense of becoming ‘Indian’ and ‘more Hindu’ as opposed to being ‘Sindhi’ can be seen, for instance, in the pen-names that some Sindhi Hindus chose for themselves in the early years after Partition. It was traditional for writers, especially poets, to take on a nom de plume, and in Sindh this had typically come from the Persian language, such as Arjan ‘Shad’, Hari ‘Dilgir’, Parsram ‘Zia’, Lekhraj ‘Aziz’. Now in India, Sindhi writers continued to take on pen-names, but these proclaimed their new nationality or were derived from Sanskritised Hindi, as for instance, Narayan ‘Bharati’, Govardhan ‘Bharati’, Lachman ‘Komal’ and Mohan ‘Kalpana’. The name ‘Jai Hind’ also became popular, with a school, a college and a bank given that name. 

It is ironic that a sense of being stigmatised persists even today among the younger generations of this community, who have been concerned about their izzat. Several younger Sindhi Hindus in India have grown up with a sense of ethnic inferiority, and are embarrassed about being Sindhi. They have little knowledge of their community’s background and history, and take little pride in their Sindhi identity.

Trauma and Stress

Is it even possible to describe in full the psychological price paid by the Sindhi Hindus and Sikhs who experienced Partition? The many months of living in a tense climate in Sindh before the winter of 1947-48; the agonising dilemma of whether or not to migrate to India; the rapid transformation of the socioeconomic fabric of the towns and cities of Sindh after the birth of Pakistan and the arrival of large numbers of muhajirs; the sense of living in a country where they were unwanted or, at best, second class citizens to be discriminated against; the difficulties in liquidating their assets; the ordeal of the searches and seizures of their baggage on departure, often leaving them with just the clothes they were wearing; the difficulties of their journey to India, often on overcrowded ships or trains; the bewilderment of not knowing where to go or what to do on arrival in India; the harrowing conditions of refugee camps, or living as unwanted guests in the homes of friends or relatives; their struggle to find a permanent home and a livelihood; their treatment by local peoples as ‘refugees’ or as aliens, or as quasi-Muslims; the loss of homes and of a homeland; the physical splintering of the community, and in many cases, of the immediate family; the demise of the familiar relationship between the self and society – all this created enormous trauma and stress for the Sindhis who migrated from Pakistan to India. 

Partition was also hard on children, who were sometimes separated from their parents and deprived of education. There are also numerous accounts of students who appeared for their matriculation examination soon after migrating from Pakistan and who failed, or did not do well academically. Shobha Bhojwani* came from a large and affluent family in Karachi. The last but youngest among five brothers and five sisters, she was a small child of five in 1947, when she and her elder sister were sent to India. Shobha Bhojwani recollects the long months spent without her parents, without schooling, shifting from one city to another:

I was five-and-a-half-years-old at the time of Partition. We were living in Karachi, and had lots of relatives in our neighbourhood. My grandfather was a zamindar in Larkana. 

One evening, I came home from my neighbourhood municipal school with my sister. I was unaware of what was happening, of the political turmoil around us. As I put my slate down, my mother said, ‘You have to go.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘India.’ 

My elder brother was in the air force in present-day India. He had taken permission from the government to bring his relatives. My parents didn’t want to leave. So my mother just sent me and my elder sister. She put two or three dresses in a small bag, not even money. 

My brother said, ‘Give them some necklaces, some jewellery.’ 

My mother said, ‘No, nothing will happen. Everything will be okay. They will come back. We won’t migrate.’

We were put in a Dakota. My brother was engaged at that time, and his fiancée and her whole family were in the Dakota too. They had brought all their luggage. The plane landed in Jodhpur, where my brother was posted. We stayed with his Punjabi friend, a squadron leader. The squadron leader’s wife was quite upset at having all of us at her residence; she used to make us feel like unwanted guests. We had a very tough time during our 10-12 day stay. Then we went to Lucknow, to live with another friend of my brother’s. This friend was also Punjabi. His folks made us do all the housework.

Finally, we went to Allahabad to my father’s sister’s house. My aunt’s family had come well before the Karachi riots. My aunt had seven daughters, and we were two more girls in the household. Two of my brothers were posted in Allahabad, one in the air force and one in the army. The brother in the air force used to come and visit us, bring us sweets. Every day, we would ask, ‘Where is our mother? Where is our father?’ Nobody could answer our questions. 

Then my aunt’s husband was transferred, and we were compelled to move in with distant relatives who also lived in Allahabad. There, we were really made to work. We had to bring water from three miles away. I learnt to clean bathrooms, wash utensils. My sister and I didn’t know what was happening, we would just cry.

Then finally my parents left Sindh and came to Gujarat, since my mother’s brother was a conservator of forests in Ahmedabad. Then my eldest brother called us to Agra, and we stayed there for some time with our parents. We were not going to school at that point; my brother felt that it was not safe. Everyone in Agra – all the UP-ites – would give us dirty looks, especially my elder sister who didn’t study. We had to cover our faces if we wanted to go out to see a movie.

Our family got split by circumstance. In Kanpur, our joint family had been given one building in compensation for our eight buildings in Karachi. But all the relatives in our extended family began fighting over this. My eldest sister went to Kanpur with our grandmother, and later my other sisters followed to stake our family’s claim to the property.

Meanwhile, my father got a job as an engineer in Patna. So we all went to live in Patna. Our neighbour there was a Christian lady who told my mother to put her three youngest daughters in school. As a result, we were enrolled in a convent school for six months. Most students in my class were younger than me. 

We lived in Patna for two years. Then my father secured a job in Bombay, but there was no house. So he went to Bombay alone, and we had to stay with our uncle in Ahmedabad. We didn’t attend any school there. Six months passed, and my father finally found accommodation in Bombay, at the Madh Island refugee camp. 

The Madh Island refugee camp was a very bad experience, with toilets outside. Prem Ahuja (who was later shot dead by K. M. Nanavati) was the camp commander there. He was my brother’s friend and was very nice to us.

In Bombay, my mother happened to meet our school teacher from Karachi, Sita Samtani. She had helped transfer the Kamla High School from Hyderabad (Sindh) to Bombay. She told my mother to admit us in her school. She was very keen that we all should study. So we joined Kamla High School in 1950.

We would walk through the Madh Island jungle, come by boat to Versova, then by bus from Andheri to the school in Khar. It was more than an hour’s commute, each way. Nobody else at the camp went to school like this. Moreover, unlike most others, we had private quarters at the camp: a personal bathroom outside our room, which nobody else could use. We felt as though we stood out, and the others at the camp began envying us. 

After Madh Island, we moved to Bandstand in Bandra. There were military shacks there, with toilets outside. But at least we were by the seashore. Later my brother built a bathroom for us indoors. There were 13 of us in one room – my grandmother, my parents, my father’s brother and his wife, my father’s sister, and two brothers and five sisters. Yet we never felt like it was cramped. 

We obtained government permission to build a small stone wall at the back of our shack, which was towards the sea. Our chacha-chachi began sleeping outside; there were no fans, no mosquito nets. My sisters and I, too, would study by the sea. 

At that time, there were 18 shacks around Bandstand, and only two buildings. Film stars would come there for shoots. We had a lovely time, watching them, watching the sea. We would go for picnics to Bandra Fort, sing songs. I must say, I have not gone through difficult times like other people have.

After Kamla High School, I went to National College. Sita Samtani had told us, ‘Don’t give up your pursuit of academics.’ I was the only one who listened; my sisters stopped studying after completing their SSC Board exams. I graduated from National College, and later, from Law College. 

The day I finished my SSC, I started working. First, at Kamla High School, teaching young children; then at Air India, with my brother-in-law’s help. I worked with Air India for over 30 years.12

Those who witnessed or had been subjected to communal violence were naturally even more affected by Partition. Rochiram Godhwani was a youth of 17 when Partition became a reality. He lived in Karachi with his widowed mother and his six brothers, in a flat on Burns Road. During the Karachi pogrom, his family saw a mob of about 50 people approaching their building; they were saved because their landlord used his connection with the Sindh government to arrange for police protection in the nick of time. Images of the Karachi carnage remain alive for Rochiram Godhwani even today:

After the riots, when the curfew was lifted for two to three hours, and we went down, we saw handcarts… There were handcarts in Karachi at that time. And the police were carrying the bodies on handcarts. I still… these things I still… I can still see this before my eyes. I can see the dead bodies carried in handcarts.13

Wary of their new surroundings and their new neighbours – who could be unsympathetic or even hostile – while still attempting to resettle themselves, Sindhi Hindus often projected the brunt of their stress onto their fellow Sindhis. Victor Barnouw writes of the ‘milieu of rivalry between competing groups, fraud and mutual suspicion’ that prevailed among the ‘warring segments’ of Sindhis living in Pimpri camp.14 For several years, Mohan Panjabi helped Dr Choithram Gidwani deal with the government during the lengthy and arduous process of rehabilitating Sindhi refugees. He recounts his memories: 

The Sindhis had not even settled down, and they started attacking one another. Our letter was enough for them to get jobs, electricity, ration, free railway tickets, admission to schools and colleges. I must have signed thousands of such letters. 

Yet, unable to tolerate each other, Sindhis would send in complaints that so-and-so had given a false report or that an affidavit happened to be bogus. […] Those in Bombay’s Mantralaya (especially in the chief minister’s office), the Department of Rehabilitation, the university and other such institutions would show me these letters. 

One incident is worth relating. I was sitting with the doctor [Choithram Gidwani] at Govind Vallabh Pant’s place. He had complete sympathy for us. Talking to us, he showed us a whole file of letters in which Sindhis had made complaints and accusations against each other. Pant said, ‘Under the present straitened circumstances, we are ignoring such letters, even though some may be justified. But make your fellow Sindhis understand.’ Dharam Vir, the rehabilitation secretary, also used to complain about this problem.15

It is difficult to make generalisations about the Partition experience of the Sindhi Hindus. The diversity of situations encountered by those Sindhis who experienced Partition arises from differences in class (the upper classes were relatively more sheltered from the trials and tribulations of Partition), region (by and large, residents of Karachi, and to a lesser extent Hyderabad, witnessed more violence than did those living elsewhere), and in the final destination (which played a significant role in rehabilitation). Chance played a major role – for example, with people travelling on one bus in Karachi reaching home safely only to hear subsequently that the bus behind them had been ‘cleansed’ of Hindus. Age was a significant factor too. Younger refugees had their lives before them, and were able to rehabilitate themselves with relatively greater ease than the elderly who had deep roots in Sindh and were harder hit. There was also a great deal of diversity arising from personal choices. Those who chose to leave before the winter of 1947-48 were able to liquidate their assets and resettle themselves in Bombay with somewhat less difficulty than the lakhs who poured out of Sindh in 1948. Stories abound of well-to-do people – affluent businessmen, powerful zamindars – who became helpless paupers in India. Yet there are also plenty of rags-to-riches stories. Many Sindhi Hindus – pushed by desperation post-Partition – found in themselves the tremendous drive to make their lives succeed – typical of refugees the world over. 

Never Say Die

It should be remembered that Partition not only brought out the worst, but also the best in human beings all over South Asia. There are numerous instances of Sindhi Hindus who were helped or saved by Muslims – whether Sindhis or muhajirs – during times of communal violence in Sindh. Similarly there were many Sindhi Hindus who put their own interests aside to help their compatriots. The examples of Dr Choithram Gidwani, Professor Ghanshyamdas Jethanand and numerous other social workers (many of whom were from the erstwhile Sind Provincial Congress) demonstrate this, as do the examples of Sindhi Hindus who had been settled in India prior to Partition. 

The Sindhi Hindus of Bombay – Chellaram Lokumal, H. B. Shivdasani, Parmanand Deepchand Hinduja, Parmanand Sugnomal Mehra and others – set up the Sindhi Hindu Seva Samiti, specifically to assist in the post-Partition rehabilitation of Sindhis in their city. Sindhi-owned companies – such as Blue Star Ltd, founded by Mohan Advani, and Chicago Telephone & Radio Co Pvt Ltd, founded by Gianchand Motwane and later run by his sons, Visharam and Nanik – now gave jobs to their destitute and jobless relatives and friends who had come from Sindh. Nanik Motwane, in particular, worked hard in myriad ways for the Sindhi Hindus’ welfare, and also put up tents for refugees – complete strangers – in his bungalow compound. The well-known Sindhi tycoon, Kishinchand Chellaram, orchestrated efforts to find housing for Sindhi refugees in Bombay, as well as in Valsad, Deolali, Poona and Nasik.

Similarly, Ramnarain Chellaram, a Shikarpuri merchant and philanthropist, helped many Sindhi refugees resettle in Bangalore. Mohan Panjabi attests that in Ahmedabad, Sahijram Gidwani, a trusted lieutenant of the Ambalal Sarabhai group of companies, made arrangements for Sindhi Hindu refugees to receive free cloth from the Sarabhai mills. More often than not, these refugees would come en famille to collect as much cloth as they could (since a fixed quantity was distributed per head) and they would then resell the cloth in the city at a small profit, and come and stand in the queue to receive cloth again. (According to Panjabi, the Sarabhais were aware of this, and yet continued to distribute cloth to the Sindhis in an era of scarcity and rationing, which only adds to the dimensions of their charity.)16

Even at a personal level, Partition brought out the qualities of generosity and humanity among the Sindhi Hindus. Many Sindhi Hindus recall the munificence of those relatives who had settled in Bombay before Partition and housed the kith and kin who had fled Sindh. 

As the narratives of Popati Hiranandani, Kodandas Gopalani and Sardar Nihalsingh confirm, the crisis of Partition cemented the unity of some large families. This was especially true in the case of families where there were many sons or brothers which, in a patriarchal climate, gave the entire family a sense of security in terms of both future earnings and physical protection. 

In the case of Sardar Nihalsingh, this sense of solidarity extended from the family to the clan. There were about 200 Sikh families, all from Naich, relocated in Kalyan camp. These were four clans – Sahajsinghani, Ailsinghani, Gurnansinghani and Gurbakshsinghani – who had all descended from the same ancestor, with the clan name of Talreja. These 200-odd families were settled in Camp No 4, and most chose to live near other Sikh houses. In Section 26, Nihalsingh recalls, there were at least three or four Sikh houses out of a total of 12 in each barracks. As a result, the tremendous sense of unity that existed among the Sikhs of Naich was further cemented. ‘We are all Sikhs, all brothers, from the same village, sons of a single ancestor,’ he emphasises. ‘…We used to have so much unity among ourselves.’17 Vakil and Cabinetmaker also report a variety of families in Kalyan camp where grandparents lived with the family, where brothers (with their individual families) lived together, where families looked after their relatives’ orphans, or their dependent uncles or aunts.18 

More than any other quality, however, Partition brought out amazing levels of determination and drive among the Hindus who migrated from Sindh, as is depicted in the narratives of Nimmi Vasvani, Narayan ‘Bharati’ Paryani, Shobha Bhojwani and many others. Refugees over the world are known for their will to succeed in their adoptive countries, and Sindhis were no exception. 

In this context, Partition is often perceived today as a ‘blessing in disguise’ by many Sindhi Hindus because the upheaval that it caused also gave many Sindhis the ‘freedom’ to restructure and relocate their lives. Several Sindhis who managed to set up flourishing businesses, or obtain well-placed jobs, living in large cities like Bombay or Delhi, describe their lives in Sindh thus: ‘We used to be like frogs living in a well, now the whole world is our oyster.’ Horace Alexander notes: ‘They have rehabilitated themselves. There is widespread testimony that the Sind refugees in general are very hard-working people. Whatever may happen to them they do not become beggars.’19

Many Sindhis who had become impoverished by Partition came full circle, reacquiring wealth, through sheer grit, hard work and ambition. Lakhmichand Bahirwani’s father was a wealthy zamindar in Tando Jam, near Hyderabad. After Partition, the family was given agricultural lands near Aligarh in exchange for their thousands of acres of land in Sindh. The abolition of zamindari soon after, as well as certain bad business deals left the family impoverished within a few years. The stress was too much for Bahirwani’s father, who died in 1953. Lakhmichand Bahirwani recollects:

T. M. Advani explained to us [the Jai Hind College motto] ‘I will and I can’. Because we were considered refugees, he would instill in us the belief that with a firm will, you can achieve whatever you want in life. He had the capacity to inspire all his young impressionable students. Ram Panjwani had the ability to make us forget our miseries and our problems; he would make us laugh. Even while taking a class he would sing, especially during gloomy chapters or some subject which touched a nerve. But T. M. Advani told us, ‘Every one of you can become whatever you want to. Study hard, achieve the goals that you set for yourself.’ This was a big inspiration in those difficult days. Like me, there must be so many students who have taken the cue from him and done well in life.20

I had joined Jai Hind College in 1950 but I had to abandon my education in 1952 since our family finances plummeted. I told my father, ‘Let me go abroad and learn business.’ I didn’t say ‘service’, since this was not in our family tradition. If I had said ‘service’, he would have killed either me or himself. So I was sent to Lagos with the firm, Wassiamull Assomull. As an apprentice, I received no salary; but my boarding and lodging were provided gratis by the company.

In Lagos, our manager was extremely strict about keeping the Satyanarayan Katha, and fasting on that day. He would not eat a morsel and would consume prasad only after seeing the moon at night. I began to fast as well. I heard the whole Katha, but could not understand what the story was actually about. I asked the manager, who explained to me that the essence of the Satyanarayan Katha was ‘Always tell the truth.’ I immediately promised the manager that I would only tell the truth hereafter. I was only 20-years-old at that time.

The manager gave me the responsibility of looking after the mess and chummery accounts. Within two to three months, he realised that expenses had come down, and he began to trust me. 

We used to receive bags of thousands of coins from our sales to poor Nigerians. Each time these bags were deposited in the bank, every bag would have four to six coins less than what we had accounted for. Every day there was a total shortage of 20-40 coins. Following my success with the mess accounts, I was given the responsibility of depositing the coins with the bank. I kept a watch, and the firm noticed that coins had stopped disappearing. Now their trust in me was firmly established. As a result, although I was the youngest and most inexperienced, I was given great responsibility.

In India, our family lost our land in Aligarh. I had three elder brothers, and they were at a loss. When my father died in 1953, I came back to India. We moved to Adipur since Bombay was very expensive, and we took up construction work in Kandla port. We were four brothers working together to build a business. 

Then came the biggest twist in the story of my life. We made a profit of Rs 60,000 from a contract of Rs 1,80,000. In those days, you could buy a Fiat car for Rs 6,200 and an Ambassador for Rs 6,600 – and we had Rs 60,000! We came and told our mother about this huge profit. Our mother said, ‘I’m very happy for you, but your father has left a debt of Rs 40,000. Please pay it off and then start all over again.’

My elder brother said, ‘The debt was taken by our father, not by us. Now our father is dead; and the debt has been written off by the parties concerned. We are not bound to pay it.’

Our mother said, ‘That is all very well, but I will not eat a single morsel of food till you pay off your father’s debts. This is paap ki kamaai, the wages of sin. I understand your fears: that if you return the money honestly, you will not rise again. But remember, with my blessings, you will become billionaires before I die.’ With that, our mother began her fast.

The next morning, my eldest brother got demand drafts issued to the value of Rs 40,000 in favour of various creditors, and went to Bombay to return the money. Only when he phoned our mother to inform her that the drafts had been handed over, did she start eating. When my brother went to repay the loan of Rs 20,000 to one party, they were so impressed, and developed so much trust in us that they offered us a loan of Rs 1,00,000. Other parties also offered loans.

After that, my brothers and I went to Bhilai and tried to get a construction contract at the steel plant there. Other firms had contracts to build 400 houses each. With difficulty, we were given a contract to build 12 houses. When the monsoons arrived, the manager checked the roofs of each of the houses. They were all leaking except for our 12 houses. He asked my elder brother what his construction formula was. My brother said, ‘Sir, my formula is honesty and sweat. I have not cheated in cement or steel. I have stood here and I have got these roofs cast myself. That is why they are not leaking.’

The manager was quite impressed. He called my brother to his office and asked him, ‘How many houses do you want to build?’ 

My brother said, ‘If the price is right and there is no corruption, then I can build 1,000 in one year.’ 

The manager said, ‘We can’t give you that big a contract. We have given the others the responsibility of building 400 houses; we can give you the task of constructing 400 houses too.’ 

Thereafter, there was no looking back.21

Today Lakhmichand Bahirwani is an extremely successful businessman, based in Cuffe Parade, Bombay.

The Sindhis’ enterprise, determination and never-say-die spirit are best exemplified in the numerous institutions that they have set up in India after Partition – housing colonies, schools, colleges, hospitals, senior citizens’ homes and dharamshalas - not just in Sindhi-dominated areas such as Adipur-Gandhidham, Bairagarh and Ulhasnagar, but in many major Indian cities. 

This resilience – to get back up in the face of a calamity, to go about the business of rebuilding their lives and then give back to society – is the older generation’s most inspiring legacy to the younger generation of Sindhis.

The Dispossessed

Yet there were some Sindhis who remained outside the circle of those who were able to rebuild their lives in India, Sindhis who keenly felt the loss of their homes, their hometowns and their homeland. 

Many elderly Sindhis who had spent their careers working for the government now faced great problems in terms of their pensions, which had to be transferred from Karachi to Bombay. The delay in resolving this issue between the two dominions froze pension disbursements and as a result, these pensioners were obliged to spend months, and sometimes years, without any source of income.22 

My maternal grandfather, Dharamrai Shivdasani, worked in the Sindh High Court as the official assignee and official trustee. He was also administrator-general of Karachi, before he retired in August 1947. According to my maternal aunt, Ratna Thadhani, his arrears of pension took many years to materialise, despite his senior position. She recalls:

Baba’s arrears of pension and provident fund came very late, in 1962. After I finished my law degree, I used to work for some years in the income tax office. The provident fund office was right next door. I knew someone in the provident fund office, who took me to her workplace. From my experience in the income tax office, I knew how most government organisations worked. They would put important papers at the bottom of a pile and claim that the papers could not be found. They would take many lunch, tea and coffee breaks, and work very slowly. I personally sifted through several piles till I found my father’s papers and finally got the work done. I was able to get his pension, but I don’t know how other people managed.23

The vicissitudes of Partition also brought to the fore an amazing degree of equanimity in this older generation. Faced with major upheavals in their lives, many of them, who had inherited a Sufi-flavoured tolerance, displayed admirable grace under pressure, and formidable fortitude. Many Sindhis say that their parents never complained about having to leave Sindh, or having to start life over as a refugee when they were well past the prime of their lives, but instead were grateful to God for their lot. Their ‘gentle stoic acceptance’,24 to quote the writer Saaz Aggarwal, in the face of extreme adversity is also a significant thread running through Ram Panjwani’s short stories, Anokha Azmooda. S. K. Kirpalani, the then secretary for relief and rehabilitation, says:

…I went to inspect Sindhi refugee camps at Bombay. On rounds in one camp, Director Mula Gulrajani mentioned that one inmate had known me personally for many years. Almost all the refugees had come out in the open to meet me and discuss various problems. But the man we looked for was nowhere in sight. So I went to his assigned quarters. There was Punwani with his wife and two children huddled in the room of a mud-hut dormitory. The room was no more than ten feet square and devoid of furnishings but for two hempstring beds and a reed curtain at the door. Punwani had been a neighbourhood kid and a school colleague. He quit at an early stage and went abroad with Sindhi merchants. He made good and flourished. In December 1944, on the way back from Buenos Aires, I had met him at Trinidad and went to have a drink at his house. He had a beautiful bungalow near the European Club which was eloquent testimony to his status. He said then that he had been away from his home town for three decades, had amassed more wealth than he had dreamt of, and was now in the process of winding up and returning to India. Good as his word, he reached his home town in a few months with over $200,000 in cash and invested it all in attractive landed property. In January 1948 he had to get out at very short notice with just two small weather-beaten tin trunks. For him life had turned full circle. He was penniless. But he was dry-eyed and articulate. He was grateful to the good Lord that he and his family had escaped unhurt. One could not help admiring such massive calm in adversity. But having met and mixed with Punwani in his palatial abode in Trinidad, I could not fail to be hurt by the tremendous tragedy reflected in his eyes. Punwani asked for nothing: [he] added that the camp was running better than might have been expected in the circumstances. That meeting with Punwani will never be erased from my mind.25

Since the elderly among the Sindhi refugees had been uprooted in the evening of their lives, several of them were left broken-hearted. There are abundant references in personal narratives to elderly Sindhis who died shortly after Partition. The Sindhi writer, Arjan ‘Shad’ Mirchandani said that Karachi appeared in his dreams for the rest of his life. According to him, there were Sindhi Hindus, traumatised by what they had gone through, who became insane or who committed suicide after Partition; this is, of course, difficult to verify.26

Gul Ramchandani was a 14-year-old boy in Hyderabad, at the time of Partition. His family decided to migrate to India immediately after the anti-Sikh violence in Nawabshah, and resettled in Jodhpur. According to Gul Ramchandani:

This sudden departure from their homes, businesses, etc., took a heavy toll on many families and individuals. In the first year in Jodhpur, we saw hundreds of deaths in Sindhi society, not caused by physical injuries but by mental anguish and torture. Even multimillionaires in Sindh became penniless overnight. Sindhis do not beg for assistance, even when they have no food to eat. To help the community, Sindhis formed a panchayat, which […] also arranged for the last rites of the departed and arranged for the cremations. My brother, Parso, and I were two of the many volunteers who carried dead bodies for cremation. We worked together. We do not have an exact count, but each of us must have carried at least 140 to 150 people on our shoulders during the first year. On some days, we even had to rush back to carry another body. I remember, at least on four occasions, we carried three bodies, one after another. This was not an easy task since the cremation grounds were about three miles away from the city. We had also to climb a hill before we reached the grounds, and we were carrying the body on our shoulders.27

Although many Sindhis resurrected their lives in India after Partition, there were a few who were unable to do so. Often, these included the poor in Sindh, who did not have the education or the means to become successful in India. A notable example is that of the Labana Sikhs, now resettled in Bharatpur (even though they are not considered part of the mainstream Sindhi Hindu community). Coming from a background of poverty and illiteracy in Sindh, many Labana Sikhs continue to lead a hand-to-mouth existence even today, working as manual labourers, cycle-rickshaw drivers and fruit hawkers.

Pribhibai Dohit, then an unmarried 18-year-old girl from Rohri, is now an 83-year-old great-grandmother in Bharatpur. Her husband used to make string cots in Rohri. In Bharatpur, he made a living by selling firewood, plying a cycle-rickshaw, and through manual labour. Pribhibai explains:

Do I remember Sindh? Won’t one remember one’s own village, own town, one’s own life? 

I was married in Rohri. Over there, our men would make cots for a living. Now our life is here. Our men drive rickshaws and earn a little money. We had mauj, a good time, in Sindh; there is no mauj here. Over there, even if we didn’t earn, we could still eat. Sindh was Sindh. We would get mangoes and dates – where do we get that over here? I remember people catching pallo, and all kinds of fish from the Sindhu. We were better off there.28

Apart from the aged and the poor, a third category of Sindhis Hindus who were most sensitive to the ravages of Partition were the writers. There were, essentially, two generations of writers. First there were those who were already established writers in Sindh. There were also a large number of Sindhis who were children or in their teens or 20s at the time of Partition, who became writers subsequently in India, often with mentoring from the older generation. The younger generation not only reacted to the trials and tribulations that they faced in the process of uprooting and resettlement, but also to the loss of their homeland. The trauma of Partition provided a tremendous spur to their writing. It is they who produced the mass of Partition literature in Sindhi – in short stories, novels, poems and memoirs – writing about their experiences in Sindh and in India. It is they who maintained old friendships and forged new ones with Sindhi Muslim writers across the border. Some of them even journeyed to Sindh in subsequent years, revisiting their hometowns and meeting their Sindhi Muslim friends.

The linguist and writer, Pritam Varyani, then a 19-year-old youth, refused to leave Sindh until he narrowly escaped death in the Hyderabad pogrom of December 1947. When he and his family came to Ajmer, he recalls:

In Ajmer, I wanted to study, I tried to study. Those were such difficult days. We would make bajri jo dhodho, buy curd for one anna, and dip the dhodho in the curd. That was our meal, that was our condition. 

I used to have tears in my eyes, since I had left my land. At night, when I drifted off to sleep, I would dream that I was going back to my village, Nasarpur. But where was my village?29

Pritam Varyani revisited Sindh and his hometown of Nasarpur in 2010.

For some writers, the pain of the loss of their homeland never went away. Mohan ‘Kalpana’, who was a 17-year-old when he left Sindh in early 1948, later became one of the Sindhi community’s most prominent writers, despite living most of his life in poverty. He writes of his childhood in Sukkur:

A building was being constructed in a lane [not far from my house in Sukkur]. Lying around were sand, bricks and a tub, three-quarters filled with lime. One day I saw a black cat sitting next to the tub, with her eyes closed, as though she were rapt in prayer. As fast as the wind, I bent down and put her in the tub, sometimes inside, sometimes outside. She struggled tremendously. She was a black cat and her face became white. I looked at her for a long time. Finally she sank into the tub. 

In my life, whenever I am faced with any sorrow, whenever a feeling of helplessness grips my heart tightly, and no ray of light can be seen, when my mind is deprived of fresh air, this cat awakens from the museum of memory and is seen struggling to come out of the tub. For the time being, at the intellectual level, this tub for me is India and outside the tub is only Sindh.30

Mohan ‘Kalpana’ longed to revisit Sindh but died before he could.

The older generation of Sindhi writers were not merely writers – they were deep thinkers, often politically active, and were then at the vanguard of bringing about a renaissance in Sindhi culture. Deeply involved in the fields of education (almost all were teachers or professors), research and the press, these writers had a deep impact on Sindhi society and the succeeding generation of Sindhi writers. Although most of them did not write about their Partition experiences, the exile from their homeland took a heavy toll on their minds and bodies. 

Several senior Sindhi writers died shortly before or after Partition. Hotchand Mulchand Gurbuxani died in February 1947 at the age of 63. The poet Kishinchand Khatri ‘Bewas’ fell ill in March 1947 and, his health worsening over the next few months, finally died in his hometown Larkana in September 1947 at the age of 62. Narayandas Malkani, the senior Congress worker and writer witnessed the Karachi pogrom at close quarters. For the 57-year-old Malkani, who had been under considerable mental and physical strain for the last several months, this was the last straw. A few days after the pogrom, he became so weak that he didn’t ‘feel like talking or eating or living’.31 Diagnosed with pernicious anemia, Malkani was bedridden for a week before he could return to his normal life. The writer, thinker and activist, Jethmal Parsram Gulrajani, was also deeply traumatised by Partition. Since the rest of his family had already migrated to Bombay, he decided to go there for a short while in March 1948 and recoup before returning to Sindh. But he died barely four months later.32 The historian and writer, Bherumal Mahirchand also migrated from Karachi in 1948, but suffered from penury and ill health till he died in Poona in 1950.33

Lalchand Amardinomal

Then there was the eminent Sindhi writer, Lalchand Amardinomal Jagtiani. With Bherumal Mahirchand and Jethmal Parsram, he was part of a triumvirate of titans in the field of Sindhi literature and culture. A Hyderabadi Amil, Lalchand Amardinomal worked for many years as a school teacher and later established a school and a college in Karachi (both of which were short-lived, however). For a while, he (along with Jethmal Parsram) also taught at the Sind Madrasatul Islam in Karachi. During this period, he studied Islam and published the Sindhi language’s first biography of the Prophet Muhammad in 1911, for which he was teased by his Hindu friends, who called him ‘Lal Muhammad’.

A true heir to the Sufi tradition of Sindh, Lalchand Amardinomal was influenced by several schools of religion, philosophy and thought: Islam, the Vedas and Upanishads, the teachings of the Theosophical Society, the Sindhi Sufi poet-saints of Sindh, and the writings of Tagore, Marx and Lenin. In his personal life, he had great faith in Sakhi Qabool Muhammad, the spiritual heir of Sachal Sarmast, who had appeared to him in a dream when he was six-years-old. Lalchand Amardinomal was also deeply influenced by Gandhi’s teachings, and he took part in the Non-Cooperation Movement, for which he spent a year in jail in 1922-23. Exposed to the swadeshi movement in his school days, he wore khadi all his life. He served as the secretary of the Karachi District Congress for a while.

A prolific and versatile writer with an immense command over his mother tongue, Lalchand Amardinomal wrote about 60 books in Sindhi: novels, essays, short stories and plays. He also edited several newspapers and literary magazines in his lifetime.

Fond of travelling, Lalchand Amardinomal had travelled all over Sindh, as well as certain other parts of India. He was full of praise for the warmth and hospitality of the Sindhi Muslim villagers. He was a rare Sindhi Hindu who had been in favour of the separation of Sindh from Bombay Presidency. 

Both Lalchand Amardinomal’s parents had died when he was still a school-going boy. He had lost four children in their infancy, and his wife died in 1921. As a result, he was extremely attached to his only surviving daughter, Devi. Lalchand Amardinomal had a personal history of falling seriously ill every time he became emotionally distraught. Although a physically robust man, he would become sickly and bed-ridden whenever he was separated from his daughter for any length of time. Lalchand Amardinomal remained quite ill in Karachi in the difficult year of 1947, suffering from a large and painful carbuncle that took inordinately long to heal.

Lalchand Amardinomal was also extremely close to his friend and colleague, Jethmal Parsram. His daughter Devi married Jethmal Parsram’s son Ram, her classmate from school. When his daughter and her marital family migrated to India after Partition in 1947, Lalchand Amardinomal, too, followed them in a few months. He packed his most precious belongings – his books, papers and writings – in gunny sacks and left Karachi in June 1948. Unfortunately for him, some of these were stolen on the way. Perhaps the shock of this loss, combined with his exile from Sindh, was too much for him to bear. He fell ill again on his arrival in Bombay.

In Bombay, Lalchand Amardinomal devoted his energies to providing education to Sindhi refugees. He was involved with setting up new schools, writing new school textbooks in Sindhi, teaching at the SNDT University and participating enthusiastically in the Sindhi Sahit Mandal, a literary society set up by Sindhi writers in Mumbai after Partition. Yet, he lived in near-poverty.

In 1954, he resigned from his teaching assignments, and fell ill with dysentery soon after. Ever since 1947, he had kept indifferent health. Lalchand Amardinomal considered illness a blessing in disguise, which gave him free time to write. Almost till the very end, he continued to work on books from his sickbed. 

In mid-April 1954, he was invited to speak at a writers’ conference organised by PEN in Madras, but was too ill to make the journey. The last session of this conference was held on the afternoon of 18 April 1954. Even as his paper was being read out, Lalchand Amardinomal died in Bombay at the age of 69.

When his friend, Jethmal Parsram had died in Bombay soon after Partition, his ashes had been immersed in the Godavari at Nasik. When Lalchand Amardinomal heard of this, it had come as a great shock to him. He made it abundantly clear to his family that, when he died, he wanted his ashes to be immersed in the Indus, in Sindh. After his death, his family followed his wishes to the letter. His ashes reached Karachi on 12 December 1955, where it was decided that his ashes would be immersed in the Indus on his second death anniversary.

On 17 April 1956, a meeting was held at the NJV High School, Karachi, to commemorate Lalchand Amardinomal. The next day, five Sindhi newspapers came out with special issues devoted to him, his writings and his immense contribution to Sindhi literature, education and culture. On the same day, the Sindhi Adabi Board released his book, Son Varniyun Dilyun (Golden Hearts) in Karachi. A group of people – including Osman Ali Ansari, a well-known writer and a one-time colleague of Lalchand Amardinomal’s – took his ashes to Hyderabad by car that day. There, the ashes were kept in Besant Hall, where a public meeting was held at 1 pm for people to pay their respects to the late writer. Even though it was summer, the month of Ramzan and the hottest hour of the day, the hall was packed. In the evening, another meeting was held at Gidu Park on the banks of the Indus, where five boats had been kept ready. Over 100 people collected there to pay their respects to Lalchand Amardinomal. When the five boats filled with people reached the middle of the river, Faqir Holaram sang shabad-kirtan, Sikh devotional songs. Then Osman Ali Ansari immersed the ashes in the waters of the Indus. Lalchand Amardinomal was home again.34

*

The beautiful Marui lived in Malir, a small village in the Thar desert. Umar Soomro, the king of Southern Sindh, fell in love with her, but Marui, faithful to her fiancé, spurned him time and again. Out of desperation, Umar came to her one day, disguised as a weary and thirsty traveller. When Marui went to the village well to fetch water for him, he abducted her and took her away to his capital, Umarkot. After locking her up in his palace, he begged her to marry him every day, tempting her with jewellery and silks and riches. But Marui remained constant to her fiancé, to her beloved people, the Maarus, and to her village, Malir. 

Shah Latif speaks through Marui:

If I die, longing for my land,

Take my body to my own land, Miyan

Let me be in the Thar, buried beside my Maarus

If my body goes to Malir, I will come back to life.35
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PAKISTAN








CHAPTER 15

Inundated

Accommodating Refugees

In the year 622, hearing of a plot to assassinate him, the Prophet Muhammad left Mecca secretly and journeyed to Medina: This was the Hijrat. Those who accompanied the Prophet on this journey were known as muhajirs, while the citizens of Medina who received and helped them were known as ansaars. Now in 1947, the Muslims who had travelled from India to Pakistan also took on the name of muhajir, with its connotations of escape from persecution as well as of Muslim brotherhood and relief, dating from Islam’s earliest history. While Indian Muslims in West Punjab and East Bengal assimilated to a great extent with their fellow Punjabis and Bengalis, those from other parts of India – mostly from present-day Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh – simply grouped together under the overarching, imagined category of ‘muhajir’.1 They disliked the other terms that the local people used for them. Panaahgir, or refugee, was perceived as derogatory, while Hindustani identified them as Indian and not Pakistani.

Initially, Sindhi Muslims also viewed themselves as ansaars, and gave help enthusiastically to the refugees from India. Even the family members of senior Sindhi Muslim politicians helped arrange food and clothing for the muhajirs. Salman Akhtar*, then a young boy of 12 in Shikarpur, recalls:

In Shikarpur, in those days, I remember that we used to cook cauldrons of food at home and take them to the railway station to receive the muhajirs. We would meet them at the station, and take them to empty Hindu houses. We would give them extra quilts, beds and surplus items in our houses. We used to feel, ‘Our muhajir brothers have arrived.’ We felt like we were ansaars. There was lots of excitement in those days. All people are subject to illusions. We too had a lot of illusions then.2

Yet, like other Partition refugees, the muhajirs brought with them a sense of entitlement: They felt that they had sacrificed more than others for the new nation, and now the nation ‘owed’ them. This did not endear them to the Sindhi Muslims. Moreover, as Penderel Moon, then minister in the Bahawalpur state, puts it, ‘the feelings of pity and sympathy which they had initially evoked had become deadened by repeated excitation.’3

Soon after Independence, the Pakistan government found itself reeling under the refugee problem; close to 40,00,000 Muslim refugees had migrated from India. According to one report, only 1,50,000 Muslims remained in East Punjab; the rest had crossed the border.4 According to Penderel Moon, the West Punjab government, mistakenly thinking that most of the available agricultural land had already been allotted to East Punjabi refugees, felt that it could not accommodate refugees from outside Punjab. (This misapprehension was later shed when it was found that there was ample land to accommodate a far greater number of refugees, and that after meeting all just claims, there were lakhs of surplus acres.5) Moreover, Punjab had to deal with a high degree of communal violence, which had petered out only by late October 1947. 

However, Muslim refugees were pouring into Pakistan not only from East Punjab, but from various other parts of North India. At an inter-dominion conference at Lahore in early October 1947, Liaquat Ali Khan, the prime minister of Pakistan, made a public statement saying that Pakistan was willing to take refugees only from East Punjab, and East Punjab princely states like Patiala, Nabha, Jind and Faridkot. At this time, there were rumours in Pakistan that there was a plot on the part of the Indian government to destabilise Pakistan by flooding it with Muslims. When Liaquat Ali Khan publicly protested against this ‘conspiracy’ and expressed a willingness to accept only Punjabi refugees, it naturally created a great uproar not only among Muslims in other parts of India who also wanted to migrate to Pakistan, but also among other Muslims who felt that this was contrary to the very idea of Pakistan. Liaquat Ali was compelled to immediately claim he was misquoted. He then ‘clarified’ that he meant to say: ‘While Pakistan would not refuse shelter to any Muslim settler, it must refuse in any way to facilitate abandonment by Muslims of their homes and properties in India outside East Punjab.’ He also asserted that if India were to ‘create conditions’ leading to the mass exodus of Muslims other than from East Punjab, Pakistan would resist this.6

Even on the ground, there was considerable xenophobia among Punjabi Muslims. Today it has become a muhajir legend that non-Punjabi refugees from India who attempted to disembark from their trains at Lahore or other stations in West Punjab were told that Pakistan lay yet ahead. 

Both the NWFP and Baluchistan included large tracts of inhospitable mountainous terrain, which were not conducive to settling vast numbers of refugees. East Bengal was already dealing with its share of refugees, mainly from West Bengal, but also from Bihar and United Provinces; in any case it was far too remote and difficult to access from West Pakistan. This left Sindh, which had several features to its credit in 1947: a relatively low density of population, a foodgrain surplus in an era of scarcity, the promise of more arable land as more barrages and canals would be built over time on the Indus, as well as an atmosphere of relative calm and orderliness. Moreover, Sindh possessed Karachi, capital of the new nation. As a result, most non-Punjabi Muslim refugees were ‘shunted’ down to Sindh. Sindh was also meant to absorb some Punjabi refugees, since Punjab had received a ‘surplus’ of 12,00,000 refugees. This ‘surplus’ implied the excess of incoming Muslim refugees over emigrating Hindus and Sikhs, and the then prevailing philosophy was that any province could comfortably accommodate only as many refugees as those minorities who had migrated.7

By the end of 1947, the Sindh government found it difficult to accommodate the constant stream of non-Punjabi refugees who were still coming to Pakistan. In early July 1947, Yusuf Haroon, president of the Sind Provincial Muslim League, had made a public statement that he expected about 23,000 muhajirs to come to Sindh over the next six months; it would be a problem to find homes for them.8 Yet, by mid-September, muhajirs were pouring into Karachi alone at the rate of about 500 per day. There were already 11,000 muhajirs in the city; by the end of the year, this figure would climb to nearly 3,00,000. Even Hyderabad was home to about 2,00,000 muhajirs by June 1948.9

Another bone of contention was the issue of finances. The Sindh government, already cash-strapped in the process of setting up the central government and rehabilitating refugees, was obliged to make a loan of Rs 30 crores to the Pakistan central government, till India paid over cash balances of Rs 55 crores. The Sindh government’s surplus had already mutated into an alarming deficit. Although stamp receipts and land revenue had increased owing to the large-scale transfer of property, excise revenue had fallen, since most of the trade licence holders were Hindus who had migrated. Pakistan had received international aid for refugee relief from the UK, the US, Australia, the Red Cross and the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. Khuhro had also launched the Premier’s Fund for the rehabilitation of refugees in Sindh. Jinnah appropriated the funds collected in the name of this fund for his Quaid-i-Azam Fund. This had an added sting: It was expected that the Quaid-i-Azam Fund would be used mostly for the rehabilitation of refugees in the Punjab.

In early January 1948, a conference of the premiers of all the West Pakistan provinces was held to determine how many refugees would be resettled in each province. The Pakistan central government began to persuade the Sindh government to accept 2,00,000 more refugees; 6,00,000-7,00,000 had already arrived in Sindh. Ultimately on 17 January, Khuhro asserted that Sindh could not accept more than 1,00,000 refugees. When he was reminded that Karachi had become the gateway to Pakistan and that, after the carnage on the trains, travelling by steamer to Karachi was the only safe way by which Indian Muslims could enter Sindh, Khuhro reportedly replied: ‘True, but they do not go out.’ When accused of leaving Indian Muslims to the ‘mercy of the Indian Dominion’, Khuhro retorted that Muslims in India were not the responsibility of the Pakistan government.10 By this time he had become extremely unpopular among the muhajirs and the muhajir press, notably the Dawn, whose editor Altaf Husain had begun a diatribe against him. When, barely a week later, the West Punjab government announced that it would send ‘as many refugees as possible’ by bullock cart to Sindh, Khuhro stuck to his guns, insisting that Sindh would take only 1,00,000.11 This was despite the fact that Sir Francis Mudie, the governor of West Punjab, had recently taken him on a tour of cholera-afflicted refugee camps in Ferozepur and Walton to pointedly demonstrate the plight of the refugees there. A few days later, Khuhro’s refusal to accept more than 1,00,000 refugees was described as ‘meaningless’ by Raja Ghazanfar Ali Khan, the central minister for refugees and rehabilitation. Khan, himself a Punjabi, maintained that the centre would be the decision-maker and would ensure the prompt rehabilitation of all the refugees. 

Having lived as a minority in India, many muhajirs in the years before Partition had stressed their Muslim identity, not their ethnic identity. Now this Muslim identity had little meaning in a country where 98 per cent of the population was Muslim. Hence the muhajirs stressed their ‘Pakistani’ identity and deplored Sindhi protest as ‘un-Islamic’ or ‘narrow provincialism’, as an act that undermined the important task of nation-building.

At the end of January 1948, a cabinet meeting was held to consider the ‘gigantic problem’12 of resettlement and rehabilitation of muhajirs. When pressed to accept 5,00,000 more muhajirs, Khuhro claimed that Sindh could accept no more refugees. He was openly criticised for his attitude. The gulf between the Sindhi Muslims and the muhajirs was clearly widening.

The Samoi

There is great commotion in the royal court of Tamachi, the Jam of Thatta, with people rushing back and forth, whispering excitedly about the Samoi, the seven holy men who have arrived here to convey to the Jam some exceedingly important news. Once Jam Tamachi enters and the court falls into a hushed silence, the seven saints walk in. They enter in single file, with calm faces and their heads held high, an unfathomable light in their eyes. 

They used to be fishermen once, these seven men, until fate overtook their lives. The renowned saint of Multan, Makhdum Bahawal Haq had come to Thatta to visit his murids, his disciples. But his followers had changed since he had seen them last, and now they wanted more than the blessing of his presence; now they wanted to partake directly of his holy virtues. And so, in the custom of that age, they plotted to kill him, so that they may eat his flesh and make his radiance their own. 

But Shaikh Jeev, a loyal disciple, uncovered this macabre plot and elected to sleep in the saint’s bed that night, sacrificing himself instead. The murids, unaware, killed him and cooked the corpse. But at the very last minute, they could not bring themselves to eat him. Repenting, they cast the vessel with his remains into the Sindhu. It floated downstream till it was discovered by seven fishermen. They consumed the vessel’s contents, ignorant of what they were doing, and were immediately transformed into saints.

And here they are now, in Jam Tamachi’s court, on the verge of their announcement. ‘Under your capital,’ they inform him, ‘is the head of a snake, whose tail reaches all the way up to Delhi. As long as it doesn’t move, Sindh need fear nothing from Hind.’ At the king’s request, they fasten the snake’s head by plunging a skewer into the ground, and the Jam breathes easy.

‘What rubbish!’ laugh the people of Thatta. ‘Whoever heard of a snake so long! Let’s pull the skewer out and see if there’s any blood on it.’ The Jam, doubting his earlier innocent faith, foolishly orders the skewer to be pulled out again. When it emerges, dripping scarlet, the crowd steps back, gasping with horror and dismay. The Samoi proclaim that now that the serpent has moved, Sindh has lost its talisman of protection forever.

Clouded in fury, the Jam orders that the seven saints be beheaded. But, as each head rolls off the axe, the decapitated bodies slowly rise up. Now, there are seven beings again, the Hapt-Tan, seven ‘headless bodies’, each chanting a black verse of doom. They predict the bursting of dams, the drying up of rivers, and the invasion of warriors thundering in on horseback to fight long and bloody battles. 

Then the headless corpses walk in single file to the banks of the Puran river, where they finally collapse, lifeless. Their graves still stand there today.

Disenchantment, Disagreement

Jam Tamachi’s fears of invaders conquering Sindh came true 20 years later when his kingdom was vanquished by Arghuns from Central Asia. For many centuries, Sindh was ruled by outsiders. The Arghuns were followed by their cousins, the Tarkhans, and later by the Mughals. The native Sindhi Kalhoras ruled Sindh for a short while in the 18th century, after which the Talpurs from neighbouring Baluchistan took over, until they too were conquered by the British. 

Even during the colonial period, Sindhis were wary of ‘outsiders’ exercising power in their homeland. More than once, the British had mooted the idea of separating Sindh from the Bombay Presidency and merging it with Punjab, but the Sindhis, wary of becoming vassals of the Punjabis, had rejected the idea.

When the Sukkur barrage was completed in 1932, the vast swathes of agricultural land in Sindh that could now be watered were given by the British to settlers brought in from the Punjab, since Sindh was considered to be under-populated, and since the British considered Punjabis to be better skilled and more hardworking than Sindhi peasants. These Punjabi landlords in Sindh preferred to import peasants from their native Punjab to till their lands, rather than local Sindhis. There were also many Punjabi Muslims in the Sindh provincial civil services, who gave preferential treatment to their fellow Punjabis. 

Consequently, a certain degree of anti-Punjabi sentiment had developed among the Sindhis, especially among Sindhi Muslims, in the 15 years before Independence, during which these Punjabis – both Muslim and Sikh – lived in Sindh. In June 1947, on the very eve of Partition, Mohammed Ibrahim Joyo, the Sindhi writer and intellectual, wrote prophetically of the spectre of Punjabi Muslim domination in the expected state of Pakistan.13 By the time Pakistan was born, Punjabi Muslims had already occupied a comfortable share of both the military as well as the bureaucracy. 

By early 1947, Sindhi Muslims had also become aware of fissures in their relationships with other ethnic Muslims, and there was even talk of Sindh becoming an independent sovereign state. Yet, the idea of Pakistan had given birth to much enthusiasm among Sindhi Muslims, and they had extended much help and hospitality to the early muhajirs. However, rifts began to develop between the two communities soon after Partition. 

There were several bones of contention between the Sindhi Muslims and the muhajirs. The Sindhi Muslim elite now found that the Pakistan central government was dominated by muhajirs and Punjabi Muslims. Jinnah, the governor-general, was an ethnic Gujarati while Liaquat Ali Khan, the first prime minister, was from Karnal in East Punjab. The muhajir leadership, mostly Muslim League stalwarts, had been at the forefront of the Pakistan movement in undivided India, especially in areas which were now in Independent India. Consequently, they felt entitled to dominate the central government of the new nation. 

During Pakistan’s initial years, Sindhi Muslim leaders did not play a significant role in its political landscape. During the preceding seven years – from the Lahore Declaration of March 1940 to Independence in 1947 – most Sindhi Muslim politicians had been so engrossed in internecine battles for power that they had had little time for or interest in the affairs of the Indian Muslim League at a countrywide level. This, combined with the fact that the Muslim League had seriously established its presence in the Sindh Assembly only as late as in the beginning of 1947, had led to the total absence of Sindhi Muslims in the central government. (Apparently, Khuhro had been offered a portfolio in the central government, but it came attached with a condition that if he turned it down, no other Sindhi Muslim would be offered the portfolio. Khuhro decided not to accept, as this would have meant his giving up the premiership of Sindh.) A. D. Mani, a Hindu right-wing journalist who visited Karachi in 1947, observed:

[…] the Muslim League leaders have taken care to see that the key positions are manned by the Punjabis. […] The Punjabi is far more educated than the Sindhi Muslim, or the Frontier Muslim. Secondly, he is trusted by the League more than the Sindhi Muslim or the Frontier Muslim. The Sindhi Muslim has been notoriously volatile, changing sides often and endangering the prestige and the strength of the Muslim League.14

As a result, the Sindhi Muslim elite found themselves being increasingly sidelined when it came to decision-making in Karachi. This was particularly galling for them, considering their initial enthusiasm for the idea of Pakistan, as also the fact that this was taking place on their home soil. Given the low rate of education among Sindhi Muslims, Sindh’s representation in the central government bureaucracy was also negligible. These issues were decried by the Muslim League members of the Sindh Assembly, who declared that if this were to continue, smaller provinces such as Sindh, Baluchistan and NWFP would become ‘vassals’ of the larger provinces of Punjab and East Bengal. They wanted preference for Sindhi Muslims in employment in the provincial government services. 

A spirit of federation was hard to come by in the Pakistan central government, which was severely dominated by the Muslim League. As the historian David Gilmartin points out:

While Pakistan had stood during the 1940s as a symbol of moral order, transcending the divisions among Muslims, the Pakistan state that emerged in 1947 generally saw its task not as one of integrating diversity, but rather one of imprinting its authority onto a new and intractable territory.15 

The Sindhis made their objections known quite vociferously. As a result, the central government was obliged to make a concession to Sindh in early 1948 and take Pirzada Abdus Sattar in the cabinet as minister for food, agriculture and health.

After the Karachi Pogrom

When three ships carrying about 4,000 muhajirs from Bombay arrived in Karachi harbour on 7 January, there was a fear that the arrival of newly uprooted and traumatised refugees, at the end of a long and arduous journey, would incite fresh violence in the city after the carnage of 6 January. Hence, two of the ships were not allowed to dock for over 20 hours; the refugees were then taken immediately to the railway station where they were put into goods wagons and transported straightaway to Hyderabad, before they could even be given a meal. (One of the incoming muhajirs reportedly asked: ‘Is it Karachi or are we still in accursed Hindustan?’)16

When this was reported in the newspapers the following day, it caused great furore among the general Pakistani public, who had also heard accounts of food supplies being loaded onto ships carrying emigrating Hindus to Bombay. The Sindh government was forced to clarify that the normal procedure for incoming muhajirs was to take them to the Karachi transit camp, where they would be given food and water, and accommodation for 48 hours. Since, on 7 January, the muhajirs were immediately taken to Hyderabad, the Sindh government claimed that they did not have any opportunity to be taken to the transit camp and given any food or water. So they were fed on board the ship before disembarkation. It also clarified that Hindus and Sikhs were not permitted to carry out foodstuffs, that the muhajirs were put in goods wagons only because of a shortage of passenger bogeys, and at least they had been put into covered goods wagons. (A short while prior to this, some refugees sent from Punjab to Sindh in open wagons had died due to overexposure in the bitter cold of winter.)

The public, however, continued to be critical of the fact that there had been no facilities provided by the Sindh government to incoming muhajirs, either at the transit camp or at the docks, where thousands of muhajirs were sprawled without any food or volunteers to look after them, for days on end, and with nowhere to go. They were also critical of a news item which had appeared in The Times of India, Bombay, which claimed that vessels from Bombay to Karachi would sail without any Muslim civilians during the period between  12 January and 19 January, so as to avoid disturbances at the Karachi docks between incoming muhajirs and emigrating Hindus and Sikhs. This was pursuant to an order by the district magistrate of Karachi. The consequent perception was that Indian Muslims ‘in distress’, who were waiting to come to Pakistan, were being neglected. (It was later clarified that the ships sailing between 12 and 19 January did not arrive empty; they were carrying not civilians, but Muslim troops who had opted for Pakistan.)

There was considerable resentment about the swift action that the Sindh government had taken to quell the violence; the Sindh government, and Khuhro specifically, were perceived to be pampering the Hindus at the cost of the muhajirs. Soon after the riots, Liaquat Ali Khan is said to have told Khuhro privately, ‘What sort of Muslim are you that you protect Hindus here when Muslims are being killed in India. Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? You have even killed some Muslims [in the police firing].’17 

Vazira Zamindar also tells us, ‘Khuhro was targeted for his statements blaming muhajirs for the violence, and led one editorial to state “the premier of Sind is a friend of the Hindus and does not want to see Hindustan’s Muslim muhajirs in Sind.”’18 

Articles in the Dawn had titles like ‘Sind Government plans to “control” Muhajreen and protect Hindus’.19 Muhajirs in Karachi took out an effigy of Khuhro and shouted death and destruction to the Sindh government. The Pakistan (Class 4) Employees Association also passed a resolution condemning the Sindh government. Further, there was pressure on the Sindh government from the Pakistan central government to release those rioters and looters who had been arrested; ultimately these prisoners were released without trial. 

On 28 December 1947, Maulana Shabbir Ahmed Usmani had addressed a gathering of about 25,000 muhajirs at the Idgah Maidan, in which he deplored the ‘narrow provincialism’ which was growing in Pakistan. He ‘warned’ the Sindh government that they ‘owed their present position and prestige to the sacrifices made by the UP Muslims and that people who had given them power could also take that power back.’ Shortly after the Karachi violence, he reiterated similar sentiments, warning the Sindh government ‘against further injuring Muslims’ feelings’. Although he condemned the violence, he claimed that the Sindh government’s measures in imposing curfew for so many days were excessive and detrimental to the general public. He also denounced the arrests of muhajirs and their subsequent flogging in the jails.20

The maulana’s voice was significant. A prominent Khilafat leader, he was one of the few Deobandi alims who had supported the Pakistan movement. In Karachi, he was the president of the Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam, as also the president of the Jamiat-ul-Muhajireen, a newly formed organisation of muhajirs in Sindh; he also became a member of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly. At the ripe age of 61, he was considered to be a rare sheikh ul-islam, an authority on issues pertaining to Islam. At Jinnah’s behest, he was the person to hoist the Pakistani flag for the very first time; later, he would lead the ritual prayers at Jinnah’s funeral. He gave voice to the sentiments of a large number of his compatriots, and by virtue of his status, he ensured that their sentiments were heard publicly, and also possibly influenced other Pakistani Muslims. 

The distinction between Sindhi Muslims and muhajirs was also made by the Hindus, several of whom had been saved by their Sindhi Muslim friends and neighbours in the Karachi riots. After the violence had subsided, senior Hindu leaders had requested Khuhro for the creation of ‘minority pockets’ in the city. These minority pockets were to be localities reserved for the residences of Hindus and Sikhs: effectively ghettos. However, given their familiar relationship with Sindhi Muslims and their experience in the recent riots, it was also mentioned that the Hindus may permit some Sindhi Muslims to live in these minority pockets. This caused a great furore among the muhajirs, who were outraged by both the preference given by Hindus to Sindhi Muslims, as well as the audacity of the Hindus to claim that they could pick and choose who they wanted as their neighbours. The move was termed as ‘obviously insulting to Muslim self-respect’.21 Muhajir indignation was further kindled by reports that Muslim requests for similar minority pockets in the United Provinces, Bihar and Delhi had been denied. The fact that the Karachi Municipal Corporation, dominated by Hindus, was yet to be dissolved only added fuel to the fire. It was soon decided that the corporation be dissolved, and re-elected in order to reflect the new composition of the city’s population. Shortly after, the rent control and allotment of houses – in other words, control over property – was also handed over to the Pakistan central government. The issue of minority pockets died a natural death shortly afterwards, due to the large-scale migration of Hindus from Karachi.

The Torrent Continues

By the end of May 1948, more than 7,00,000 muhajirs had entered Sindh, with more than three-quarters of them settled in Karachi.22 Fresh waves of muhajirs migrating to Pakistan continued well into the 1950s, mainly owing to the severe communal discrimination that Muslims had to face in India, both from the state and from the Hindu-majority public. According to various sources, thousands of Muslims entered Pakistan every month till at least 1953, and in Pakistan this torrent was colloquially referred to as Sailab-e-Nuh, or Noah’s Flood.23 The Pakistan government, as well as the governments of Sindh and Punjab, were clearly besieged by the vast numbers of refugees, which continued to grow as the days passed. By the end of August 1948, the situation had deteriorated to the point where the Pakistan government declared a state of emergency, and also gave itself the power to send 2,00,000 refugees to Sindh instead of 1,00,000.24 

However, it was no longer so easy to cross the border. The Indian government had introduced the permit system in mid-July 1948 in order to regulate and check the large numbers of muhajirs, dissatisfied with Pakistan, who wanted to return to India. Many Indian Muslims who wanted to migrate but did not want to deal with the time-consuming and arduous red-tape to obtain a permit, or had already been refused a permit, chose to travel through the illegal route via Khokhrapar. On the Indian side, entry from Pakistan was strictly monitored and therefore not easy. But on the other side, it was relatively easy to enter Pakistan, and this gave rise to a stream of muhajirs crossing the border. Khokhrapar, a small, dusty village in the Thar desert had earlier been connected by rail to its Indian counterpart, Munabao, but by the 1950s the train service run by the Jodhpur state had been discontinued. Muhajirs travelling by this route took a train to Munabao, and then crossed the border by foot or by camel. From Khokhrapar, they had to either wait for an empty freight train which would take them to other cities in Sindh, or take a camel ride (provided by the local villagers) to refugee transit camps, 40 miles away in the desert.25

Most of these muhajirs headed straight for Karachi. But Karachi was reeling under the vast number of refugees that had flooded the city. The 1951 Census recorded over 6,00,000 muhajirs in Karachi, by which time they had a majority of nearly 58 per cent in the city.26 Dominated by Hindus for two centuries, Karachi became a Muslim and a muhajir city in a matter of months. Sindhis – Hindu and Muslim – were reduced to less than 10 per cent of the city’s population.27 The muhajirs did not take long to leave their imprint on the city. As Sarah Ansari points out, ‘different Indian communities tended to congregate in particular areas’ in Karachi, as they did in many other cities in the subcontinent.28 Just as Lyari was for lower middle class Sindhi Muslims and Balochis, Cincinattus Town was for Goans, and housing societies by the names of Amil Colony and Parsi Colony were self-explanatory. Now after Partition, lakhs of muhajirs from different parts of India transformed Karachi’s landscape by establishing their own neighbourhoods: Bihar Colony, C. P. and Berar Society, Bangalore Town, Agra Taj Colony, and so on. But in 1954, there were still about 2,50,000 homeless people – presumably muhajirs – living on the streets of Karachi.29 

The Pakistani cricket umpire, Ferozuddin Butt was a young boy of seven living in Delhi in 1947. Since his father had died young, his mother had remarried, and Butt lived with his maternal grandmother and his two mamus, maternal uncles, who were only slightly older than him. Butt and his family took a train to Bombay, where they spent about 10 days living in a transit camp for emigrating Muslims, at Bhindi Bazaar. Then they sailed to Karachi. Butt’s story depicts the unsettled life that many muhajirs experienced for several years after Partition, as well as the uphill task they faced in settling down in Pakistan:

When we arrived at the Karachi docks, we were taken to the [Jutland] Lines Area. We took Bunder Road, which went straight from the docks to the Lines Area. It was a very large, open space but it became quite crowded. There must have been about 800 tents put up there for the muhajirs who had come from different parts of India. We were also given a tent. My mother and her in-laws were living in a tent nearby – they had come earlier to Karachi. We cooked on a kerosene stove inside the tent. There were community toilets, all in a line, some distance away. We would take our mugs and go and stand in line, early in the morning. There was also water shortage. There were extremely few taps for all these families living there, and the water was available only for a few hours. So people would wake up very early, place their water pots and buckets in the queue, and then wait for the water to come.

In Delhi, I used to study in Jamia Millia School. In Karachi, I attended Metropolis School. It was 3 or 4 miles away. I would go by bus, and the fare was 1 anna. I would get 4 annas every day – 2 annas for the bus, and 2 for a meal. But I never spent the 2 annas on food. I would always save it up and spend the money on something special once in a while.

Perhaps the elders were excited about having come to Pakistan. As a child, I don’t recall being excited. I just did what I was told, I went along with the adults. I do recall many elders saying, ‘We should have stayed behind.’ 

My two mamus were not educated. First, they worked in a bicycle repair shop and later they set up their own paan stall. In the initial years, my nani used to cook for others, and my mother sewed clothes to make ends meet. They really had to struggle a lot. 

We stayed in Karachi for two years. Then my nani, my mamus and I came back to Delhi for two years. After that we returned to Pakistan via Khokhrapar in 1951. I don’t know why we left Karachi, or why we left Delhi again. I can only surmise that it must have been for financial reasons. We didn’t bring much luggage with us when we migrated, mainly our clothes.

In 1951, we came by train from Delhi to Munabao. We crossed over legally by train. Then we stayed in Khokhrapar for about 10 days, till we could get another train. It was extremely hot, with sand everywhere. There were many donkeys roaming around, and we would play with them. From Khokhrapar we finally took a train to Mirpur Khas, and then to Hyderabad. My nani’s brother had a big house there, and we lived with him for about a year. 

In 1952, we finally returned to Karachi where we were allotted evacuee property, ground floor quarters in the Ratan Talao area.30 

Although a section of the muhajirs brought much-needed industrialisation to Sindh (which in turn created many jobs for lower class muhajirs), the inflow of vast numbers of refugees who needed to be rehabilitated put enormous strain on the region. The machinery for refugee relief and rehabilitation mushroomed, creating the Pakistan Refugee Rehabilitation Finance Corporation, the Karachi-Sind Refugee Rehabiliation Committee, the Joint Refugee Council (to name only a few) and various trade guilds for muhajirs. 

The non-stop flood of muhajirs made the process of resettling refugees extremely difficult for the Pakistan government. By now, even non-Sindhi Muslims began to come around to the Sindhi point of view that Karachi simply could not accommodate more refugees. As early as July 1948, the muhajir newspaper Dawn, changing its tune, criticised the ‘enormous unorganised influx into Karachi’ and demanded that new muhajir arrivals be resettled on the land.31 Unable to cope adequately, various government officials and muhajir leaders made announcements that Karachi was ‘full’, in order to discourage new arrivals, and to encourage those who had not been able to start new lives for themselves to return to India. According to Vazira Zamindar, in February 1949, Khwaja Shahabuddin, then the minister of refugees and rehabilitation, announced that ‘in regard to prevention of further influx into Karachi, the public has been warned through the press and over the radio that Karachi can accommodate no more Muslim refugees.’32 

India had long been concerned about the numbers of muhajirs returning from Pakistan to India. Pakistan, on its part, was also perturbed by the vast numbers of muhajirs entering its borders. There had also been large movements of minorities, both Hindu and Muslim, crossing the border in both directions in the two halves of Bengal. In order to regulate this movement of refugees, India and Pakistan held various conferences which culminated in the Nehru-Liaquat Pact of April 1950. Also known as the Delhi Accords, this was a bilateral treaty to assure minorities equality of citizenship, freedom of cross-border movement and equality of opportunity in public life. In short, both countries hoped that, by reassuring their respective minorities of their rights, the flow of refugee traffic would stop. As a result, as many as 95,000 muhajirs registered to return to India. However, on account of the Indian government’s communal and discriminatory approach, not more than 24,000 of them were actually able to do so.33

Indian Muslims, on their part, continued to migrate to Pakistan in large numbers. Finally in 1952, the Pakistan government introduced the passport system in order to stem this influx of muhajirs.34 From the very beginning, the visa regime was marked by mutual harshness, with visas issued only for specific cities, and police reporting required in certain cases: stringent requirements that continue to the present day. The Khokhrapar route was closed after the 1965 war between India and Pakistan; it was reopened only in 2006.

Property

After Sindhi Hindus migrated to India, muhajirs began to vie with Sindhi Muslims for the occupation of houses and property left behind by the Hindus. The Sindhi writer, Fazal Ahmed Bachani, was then a boy of 13 in his hometown of Tando Allahyar, not far from Hyderabad. He remembers that the landed property left behind by the Hindus – houses and guest houses, temples and cowsheds, shops and storehouses – lay empty and deserted for quite a while. Some had been locked, some had been left with doors wide open. Bachani recalls that some ne’er-do-wells in the town used to enter these properties to commit thefts. Subsequently, this evacuee property was redistributed among muhajirs, who came ‘pouring into the town’. He also remarks on the ‘outstanding’ hunger for property among the Razakars35 and the Muslim League officials.36

Along with muhajirs, many Sindhi Muslim zamindars had taken over the lands and houses of their neighbouring Hindus after they had left, producing documents of lease or sale to claim their new ownership. In some cases, these documents were forged. The Sindh government was compelled to take the high road, and insist that only those documents which had been registered would be recognised as valid. 

However, it is important to bear in mind though that not all Sindhi Muslims were eager to usurp Hindu property. Yasin Khan Babar, then the 10-year-old son of a zamindar in Garhi Yasin, a village near Shikarpur, recalls how his family safeguarded their Hindu friends’ property for as long as they could:

There were many Hindus in Garhi Yasin – at least 40 per cent of the population. And the Sikhs were an integral part of our village as well. It was they who built a school in Garhi Yasin: the Dharma Khalsa School. 

My father had a close Sikh friend, Sant Singh, who was the general secretary of Dharma Khalsa School; he secured my admission there. I was the first and the only Muslim child to get enrolled in the school. I had Hindu friends, and I remember celebrating Janamashtami and Guru Nanak’s birthday with them. I was a very bright student and got double promotions, so the teachers too were very fond of me.

My upbringing was mostly among Hindus. My father too was very attached to the Hindus of the village. Divan Teoomal, Divan Sadoromal, Divan Aildas – they all would come and chat with my father late into the night. I can still remember their names. We used to visit each other’s houses. I played with their children; we were like brothers and sisters.

When the creation of Pakistan was announced, we were very happy, very excited. We thought that our mortgaged lands would be returned to us, that we would take over the businesses of the Hindus. There were no communal riots in Garhi Yasin. The muhajirs came here only after the Hindus migrated…

After the Hindus left, however, the village was deserted. It became like a ghost town, with their empty houses. Some Hindu houses were looted, some were ruined, some went to the muhajirs.

At the time of Partition, Sant Singh and his family hired a small plane from Jacobabad to Karachi. My father accompanied them to Jacobabad. Sant Singh gave him the keys to his house, full of his belongings. For a long time, my father was reluctant to open the house. He felt that if anything got misplaced, he would not be able to face Sant Singh. Sant Singh’s crops remained standing in the fields. My father got the crop harvested and sold, and remitted the money via money order to Sant Singh in Kalyan camp. Such was our friendship. 

We didn’t get a good exchange for the Hindus. Initially, when the muhajirs arrived, we helped them a lot. The government had also put up posters, welcoming them to Sindh. All the prominent people of the village – the mukhtiarkars and the zamindars – would cook cauldrons of food for them. Initially, they were put up in the Seva Mandli, a sort of community centre built by the Hindus.

The muhajirs were mostly telis, oil pressers, from East Punjab. They were labourers, peasants. But many claimed that they used to be zamindars in India. Several muhajirs acquired lands on the basis of false affidavits. The muhajirs are still here. But many have gone to Karachi, where they feel more secure.37

Yasin Khan Babar’s father was not able to protect Sant Singh’s property for very long; it became evacuee property.

To oversee the allotment of Hindu property to muhajirs, an evacuee trust property office was set up, administered by a custodian. However, given that demand for housing in cities like Karachi and Hyderabad far outstripped supply, bribery became rampant. According to Vazira Zamindar, ‘the Custodian of Evacuee Property is widely remembered […] as the first site of the nation-state’s corruption’.38 Although corruption was not new to Sindh, it is likely that the muhajirs had their first brush with it in Pakistan in this context.

The issue of Hindu property became a major bone of contention between muhajirs and Sindhi Muslims, on occasion degenerating into violent clashes between the two communities. Out of the 1,345,000 acres of land left behind by Sindhi Hindus, 8,00,000 acres were allotted to muhajirs. Many Sindhi Muslims believe even today that several muhajirs obtained property allotments on the basis of false claims. This was an especially bitter pill for Sindhi Muslims to swallow, considering that they had expected to inherit Hindu property. They found a new name for the muhajirs: makar, or locusts. On the other hand, muhajirs felt that evacuee property was meant to be used principally for the resettlement of Partition refugees, as was the case in West Punjab, and in India. Indeed, the allotment of evacuee property was perceived as the fundamental solution to the problem of refugee rehabilitation. 

There was also fierce competition among muhajirs for evacuee property. According to Vazira Zamindar, there were numerous court cases fought, not only between muhajirs and Sindhi Muslims, but between muhajirs vying for the same property.39 Syed Hashim Raza, who was then collector and district magistrate of Karachi as well as rehabilitation commissioner, had to tackle the urgent and mammoth problem of rehabilitating muhajirs. He recalls an occasion where two muhajir brothers both claimed prior occupation of an evacuee house; both were ready to swear by the Quran in order to prove their claim.40

The allotment of evacuee property was complicated by the fact that in many cases, agricultural land owned by Sindhi Hindu absentee landlords was tilled by Sindhi Muslim peasants. These haaris, who expected to inherit their lands after the departure of the Hindus, now found that they had muhajir landlords instead, several of whom were keen to evict them.41 

Hindu property was a thorny issue between waderos (Sindhi landowners) and Sindhi peasants as well. According to the writer  S. Sathananthan: 

The Muhajirs received unexpected support from Sindhi landlords. The latter colluded with the former to preclude the distribution of evacuee land to landless Sindhis, a land reform that could have threatened the supremacy of Muslim Sindhi landlords; and the Muhajir leadership rewarded some Sindhi landlords with allocations of evacuee land.42 

Raising the slogan of ‘Jo khede, so khaaye (he who tills shall eat)’, the haaris protested against this scheme of property allotment and started a movement to obtain land allotment for themselves: the Allottee Tehreek. To accommodate them, the government began to make allotments in the names of agriculturists but, according to the writer Anwar Dingraee, some waderos now began to register themselves and their various family members as haaris, in order to obtain allotments.43

This struggle between waderos and haaris continued until the formation of One Unit44 in 1954, when fresh allotments were made to muhajirs. Now haaris found that their allotted lands were being taken away from them. Some haaris were made to pay rent to absentee landlords, while others were evicted from their lands and put in jail by rival claimants with the connivance of the local police; their lands were confiscated. When the opening of the Kotri barrage in 1955 released many thousands of acres for cultivation, most of these were allotted to Punjabis and Pathans. All these developments only led to the intensification of the Allottee Tehreek, led by a spectrum of grassroots leaders, including Qazi Faiz Muhammad, Sobho Gianchandani, Maulana Azizullah, Jalaluddin Bukhari, and later, G. M. Syed. The movement resorted to civil disobedience and hunger strikes, and over 100 haaris were arrested and jailed. The Sindh government, on its part, chose to denounce haari politics as ‘communist’ and refused to negotiate with its leaders. In 1957, a haari conference was held in Karachi, which was attended by thousands of common farmers from all over Sindh. The presence of this vast number of peasants in the city shook up the government, which finally agreed to talk to the leaders of the movement. In early 1958, a delegation led by Qazi Faiz Muhammad met Iskander Mirza, then the president of Pakistan, who gave them assurances of cooperation, but the onset of martial law shortly after put paid to that.45

In Pakistan, the issue of evacuee property was also complicated by the subsequent birth of Bangladesh. The Evacuee Property Trust Office in Karachi – itself located in evacuee property, a bungalow in Jamshed Quarters – continued to be operational even in the 21st century. According to Vazira Zamindar, it was reconstituted in 1960, and now manages only charitable, educational and religious trusts.46

The Separation of Karachi

One of the most glaring examples of the Sindhi-muhajir conflict was the move to separate Karachi from Sindh and convert the city into a centrally administered area, and to shift the capital of Sindh to Hyderabad. Talk of shifting the capital to Hyderabad had first been mentioned as early as September 1947, but at that time the idea had been brushed aside by the Sindhi Muslim League. 

In its initial flush of enthusiasm for Pakistan, the Sindh government had made great sacrifices to lay the foundation for the new nation. In July and August 1947, Khuhro, as minister for public works, had already overseen the rapid construction of several buildings in the centre of Karachi for use by the Pakistan central government. After Independence, the Sindh government gave up Government House, its Legislative Assembly and its secretariat for the use of the Pakistan central government. The Sindh government offices were relocated to Napier Barracks, then at the edge of the city; Khuhro’s office was a small annexe behind these barracks. The Sindh Assembly first used the Assembly Chambers when the Pakistan Constituent Assembly was not using the premises; later they began to use the NJV High School on Bunder Road, which happened to be at the opposite end of town from Napier Barracks. 

While Jinnah had moved into Government House (earlier the official residence of the governor of Sindh), Mrs Liaquat Ali Khan’s first choice for a house was the one occupied by the chief justice of Sindh. When the latter refused to vacate his house, her next choice was the residence of Mir Ghulam Ali Talpur, who also refused to relinquish his home to the prime minister of Pakistan. Finally, Khuhro offered to vacate his home and move to a smaller house, usually given to the collector of Karachi. Ghulam Mohammad, the finance minister, was offered a handsome house belonging to a Parsi which was located on the unfashionable end of a fashionable road; he accepted grudgingly, while remaining resentful of the fact that his son-in-law had not been given a separate house. There had been accommodation available for the Pakistan central government at the military barracks in the distant suburb of Malir, mostly unused after the war. But the Muslim League high command had rejected this as being too remote from Karachi. Barracks and military housing on Bunder Road and Civil Lines had also been given to the Pakistan government. 

Now, the Pakistan government proposed to not only shift the capital of Sindh from Karachi to Hyderabad, but to also separate Karachi from Sindh. This gave birth to great bitterness among the Sindhi Muslims; they felt that not only were their sacrifices and efforts going unappreciated, but their home province was also ‘being beheaded’.47 One member of the Sind Assembly likened the situation to ‘a guest asking a host to clear out of the house’48 – an extension of the real estate metaphor that plagued Sindhi Muslim-muhajir relations. 

Moreover, with the extra expenditure incurred on account of both setting up Pakistan’s capital as well as refugee rehabilitation, the Sindh government was faced with a deficit; there were no funds to build new government buildings. It was feared that the loss of Karachi would cripple the province politically and economically. As a result, the separation of Karachi from the rest of Sindh was denounced – by both the Sindh Assembly as well as the Sindh Muslim League Council – as a ‘flagrant violation’ of the express provisions of the Lahore Resolution of 24 March 1940 which guaranteed the territorial integrity of each federating unit. 

But the heart of the matter was that Karachi was perceived by most Sindhis to be the nerve-centre, the true capital of the province. Sindhis were loath to relinquish their capital and move to Hyderabad which did not compare with Karachi. The Pakistan central government’s response was that Karachi was no longer a Sindhi city since now Sindhi Muslims were overwhelmingly outnumbered by muhajirs.

There was also a personal angle to the separation of Sindh from Karachi. Khuhro was at loggerheads with Liaquat Ali Khan – they both vied for supremacy in Karachi as well as for Jinnah’s favour – and the two had clashed on several occasions. With Khuhro in Hyderabad, Liaquat Ali Khan could reign supreme in Karachi. Khuhro also had a poor relationship with Ghulam Hussein Hidayatullah, the governor of Sindh, and the two had fallen out over Hidayatullah’s reallocation of ministerial portfolios without consulting Khuhro. Consequently, Hidayatullah did not back Khuhro. 

The Sind Provincial Muslim League council met on 8 February 1948, to pass a resolution recording its protest against the ‘unjust, impolitic and unwise’49 move to separate Karachi from Sindh, making it a federally administered area. Outside the meeting hall, the students’ federation held a demonstration, shouting slogans denouncing the separation of Karachi. Meanwhile, according to one source, the Muslim League high command prevailed upon Hidayatullah, then the governor, and Pir Ilahi Baksh, the education minister, to sway the Sind Assembly Muslim League Party into accepting the separation of Karachi. When this did not work, Jinnah prevailed upon Governor Hidayatullah to dismiss his old foe, Khuhro, on charges of alleged maladministration, misconduct and corruption at the end of April 1948. (He was subsequently tried on 62 charges by a special court of inquiry, with a bench of judges from outside Sindh.) A week later, a new government was sworn in. On 22 May 1948, the Pakistan Constituent Assembly resolved to make Karachi a permanent capital as well as a federally administered area, separate from Sindh. Pir Ilahi Baksh – who in February had claimed that Sindhi Muslims were not prepared to give up even an inch of the land of Sindh – quietly acceded to the separation of Karachi in July 1948, having won the plum post of premier for himself. (He himself was found guilty of corrupt practices less than a year later, and was superseded by Yusuf Haroon. Yet, given the fickle nature of Sindhi politics, both Khuhro and Pir Ilahi Baksh were able to revive their political fortunes in subsequent years.) 

The partition of Karachi from Sindh dealt a strong blow to the province’s finances, already weakened not only by the departure of Hindu businessmen but also by the increased expenditure on muhajir relief and rehabilitation and the establishment of the Pakistan government machinery in Karachi. Now Sindh had to give up trade revenues from the port city, while also dealing with the damages caused by the severe floods of 1948. In 1955, with the formation of One Unit, Sindh ceased to exist as a province, and it was only in 1970, when One Unit was dissolved, that Karachi was reunited with Sindh after 22 years.

A Cultural Gulf

At one level, the Sindhi-muhajir conflict stemmed from a competition for dominance. The muhajir elite were used to their pre-eminent position in the Muslim League, and were reluctant to play second fiddle. The Sindhi Muslim elite, on the other hand, could not imagine not ruling their own homeland. Yet, this conflict also had an important cultural facet. 

Over the centuries – both before the reign of Jam Tamachi, and after – Sindh had been invaded and conquered many times. It had also become home to immigrants of many different ethnicities – Arabs, Baluchis, Afghans, Punjabis, Rajputs, Kutchis, to name a few. The great poet-saint of Sindh, Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai, could trace his lineage back to an Afghan ancestor who had migrated from Herat in the late 14th century. The pioneering and prolific Sindhi writer, Mirza Qalich Beg, was the grandson of a Christian Emir from Georgia. Yet there was a crucial difference between the immigrants of old and the muhajirs. All the earlier immigrants had adopted Sindhi customs and the Sindhi language and had, over time, assimilated into Sindhi society. Both Shah Latif and Mirza Qalich Beg wrote in Sindhi, and not Arabic or Persian. 

Given the vast numbers of muhajirs that had arrived in Sindh – ultimately they numbered three million50 – most of them did not consider themselves a minority or obliged to adapt to the host community; instead several muhajirs brought with them the approach of colonisers, which only antagonised Sindhi Muslims. Further, the bulk of the muhajirs who settled in the cities of Sindh were urban, middle class, literate and articulate, with aspirations of upward social mobility. Stepping into the shoes of the Sindhi Hindus, by 1951, they took over most of the main cities of Sindh – Karachi, Hyderabad, Sukkur, Mirpur Khas and Nawabshah – ranging from 54 per cent to 68 per cent of the urban population51 and also acquired dominance in commerce, as well as in the army and the civil bureaucracy, as junior partners to the Punjabis. (It was the rural and the lower middle class muhajirs who were settled in the interior of Sindh.) According to S. Sathananthan: 

In 1970, out of 10,000 bank employees in the Sindh province only 250 or 2.5 per cent were Sindhis. The proportion of Sindhis in the Sindh government was less than 40 per cent; and in the central government service there was only one Sindhi per 5,000 employees.52

The cultural outlook of the muhajirs was vastly different from that of the Sindhi Muslims, who came from a more rural, tribal and feudal background, and who were not highly literate. Coming from Delhi, Lucknow, Hyderabad – erstwhile bastions of Muslim rule with traditions of urban culture – most muhajirs could not appreciate Sindh’s Sufi-flavoured folk culture and instead felt that Sindhis had no culture to speak of. According to one account, Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan supposedly remarked on one occasion: ‘What is Sindhi culture, except driving donkeys and camels?’53

The muhajirs considered Urdu to be superior to other languages in Pakistan, and ‘more Islamic’, and so Urdu was declared the state language by the muhajir leadership of the new country as early as February 1948.54 In May 1948, Urdu was made compulsory for Sindhi Muslims in schools in Sindh, but Sindhi was not compulsory for muhajirs. After 1952, Urdu was also compulsory for students at the Sindh University. Street signs were now written in Urdu. In 1957-58, University of Karachi students were forbidden to answer examinations in Sindhi. Sindhi medium schools began to close down. Prominent English and Urdu newspapers and Radio Pakistan, which were dominated by muhajirs, paid little attention to the Sindhi language or issues pertaining to the Sindhi people. From the Sindhi point of view, the history of the Pakistani movement came to be written from a muhajir perspective.

Partition also changed the texture of religion in Sindh and in Pakistan. Most muhajirs, who looked towards the ulema for leadership, leaned towards scriptural Islam. With an increase in religious orthodoxy, there was a parallel decline in mission schools run by Christians, alcohol consumption and tolerance of religious minorities, especially the Hindus. Instead, Pakistan saw the rise of a strong anti-Ahmadiyya sentiment,55 taking root in the early 1950s, and continuing to the present day. This orthodoxy contrasted sharply with the religious outlook of the Sindhi Muslims. Given their Sufi beliefs and customs, Sindhi Muslims were often perceived by muhajirs as ‘lesser’ Muslims. Their reverence for pirs and dargahs was deemed as unorthodox and uncivilised. Muhajirs also looked with contempt at the way Sindhi Muslims greeted each other – that they joined their palms in a manner reminiscent of the Hindu namaste, instead of raising their hands in salaam. 

The marginalisation of Sindhis in trade and commerce, in the central and the state government, in the provincial civil services, in education, in culture and language – that too in their own homeland – by muhajirs and Punjabis, who treated them with condescension, created deep resentment among the Sindhi Muslims. The Sindhi writer Najam Abbasi says:

When these outsiders descended on us, everything that was theirs was imposed on us, as a matter of national pride and duty. Their language became our national language. Their court culture became our national culture. Even their Islam became the authentic version of Islam, because according to them, our religion had been Hinduised. It became our responsibility to embrace their heroes; we had to accept their renaming of our roads, buildings and gardens; we had to learn from textbooks filled with praise for them. Clothes vary from country to country, according to the geography and climate. Here, their dress became our national dress.56

This Sindhi-muhajir conflict has only hardened over the years, resulting in a polarised and embattled Sindh. The Pakistan that Sindhi Muslims had dreamed of turned out to be vastly different from the one that ultimately came into being. Partition had merely replaced Sindhi Hindu domination of Sindh with muhajir and Punjabi domination, and the problems faced by Sindhi Muslims multiplied exponentially.
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CHAPTER 16

Looking Over their Shoulder

Those Who Stayed

After the Karachi pogrom and the ensuing Hindu exodus, Sindh increasingly adopted predominantly Muslim mores. In less than a month, at the end of January 1948, The Times of India, Bombay, reported:

The face of Karachi is changing every day. Gandhi caps which hit one’s eye till August last have yielded to Jinnah caps. Loudspeakers periodically proclaim Muslim prayers from mosques, which are increasing rapidly in number. Only early this week a large Muslim deputation urged the Sind Premier, Mr. M. A. Khuhro, to build a Juma Masjid to eclipse the old one of Delhi. The “burca” which was scarcely seen till last June is common everywhere. Whether one likes it or not, Karachi is becoming overwhelmingly an Islamic city, which is but natural.1

By 1951, there were barely 1,50,000 Hindus left in Sindh – about  10 per cent of the population of 14,00,000 in the 1941 Census. Also, the Hindu population of Karachi – which had been a Hindu-dominated city for the last 200 years – had plummeted from 47.6 per cent to 0.4 per cent.2 

These 1,50,000 Hindus had various reasons for not leaving Sindh. Some Sindhi Hindus returned to Sindh because their fathers or husbands, who were Sindh government employees, had been informed that they would not receive their salaries unless they called their families back from India. 

Some Sindhi Hindus chose to stay behind on account of a collective decision, as a biradari or clan, which also gave them a limited sense of security through solidarity. Mehrumal Ramnani was born shortly after Partition and continues to live in Sindh. According to him, his paternal grandfather chose not to migrate to India because he was a mukhi, the headman of the village Wakro, near Larkana, and the entire Hindu panchayat there had decided to stay on in Sindh. While his grandfather stayed in his native village, three of his grandfather’s five brothers chose to migrate to India. They carried with them the property deeds for their agricultural lands and their house in Larkana city, which they submitted to the settlement commissioner to obtain compensation. As a result, Ramnani’s family not only lost their share in the family’s agricultural property, but were also on the verge of being ousted of their home in Larkana city. They were finally obliged to purchase what was legitimately theirs at a public auction by the custodian of evacuee property.3

There were still other Sindhi Hindus who believed that they were too poor to migrate. They were scared to leave what little they possessed. Their situation was similar to that of the Muslims who stayed on in West Bengal; many of whom ‘tended to be the weak and the poor, who had few or no assets, no connections and hardly any skills to help them begin a new life across the border.’4

Then there were pastoral tribes from the Thar desert area – such as Bhils, Kolis, Menghwals and Odes – who were loath to abandon their cattle and their lands. In mid-June 1948, The Times of India, Bombay reported: 

Harijans still in Sind present a serious problem. Being mostly agriculturists, they want to bring out their cattle and want in advance allotment of agricultural land for re-settlement and co-operative farming in places like Alwar, Jodhpur and Bharatpur. Harijans migrating from Sind, it is stated, are not being allowed to bring their cattle, and this is another factor responsible for retarding their evacuation.5

At the other end of the spectrum were a few extremely wealthy Hindus who were held back by the sheer size of their landed property. Pribhdas Sakhawatrai Tolani was a prominent and wealthy zamindar in Sindh, a Congress worker, and president of the Larkana municipality for several years. In October 1948, he was imprisoned on fabricated charges of spying for India. Ironically, he was imprisoned in Sukkur Central Jail, while his eldest son Gopal was the additional district and sessions judge in the same city. After three months, he was released on the condition that he migrate to India. It is likely that a major motive to eject Pribhdas Tolani from Sindh was his considerable landed property in Northern Sindh which, according to him, ran into thousands of acres.

Kewalram Shahani was the son of Dayaram Gidumal Shahani, the renowned Sindhi writer, social reformer, judge and philanthropist, and his family owned substantial property in Karachi as well as in the hinterland. He too was deprived of the bulk of his property which was confiscated by the Pakistan government as ‘evacuee property’ even though he had no plans to migrate. He still chose to stay on in Pakistan, and over time, his family managed to recoup a part of their assets. 

There were also other affluent Hindu professionals – such as doctors and lawyers – who stayed behind, not because of their property, but because they had very close friends among the Sindhi Muslim elite, and so felt somewhat reassured by the protection that these friendships afforded them.

Then there was a smaller number of Hindus who chose to stay on in Sindh in order to be near their Muslim pirs. This Sufi approach was shared by Sadhu Thanwardas Lilaram Vaswani, who elected to stay on in Sindh at his native Hyderabad, along with a considerable number of his followers. Every week, he held a prayer meeting, a satsang, after which prasad would be distributed, according to Hindu custom. On 13 September 1948, two days after Jinnah’s death, India invaded the princely state of Hyderabad. At Sadhu Vaswani’s subsequent weekly prayer meeting, he expressed his regret at Jinnah’s demise, and after the meeting, prasad was distributed, as usual. This caused a furore among the Muslims who chose to interpret the distribution of prasad as an unpatriotic celebration of the death of the founding-father of Pakistan. 

While one motive behind the harassment of Sadhu Vaswani and his followers was the substantial property that these Sindhi Hindus possessed, it is also true that the protests were triggered off by the exacerbation of anti-India and anti-Hindu sentiments after Indian action in the princely state of Hyderabad.6 Despite the fact that he had given material assistance to the muhajirs resettling in Hyderabad (Sindh), death threats were issued to Sadhu Vaswani, his satsang hall was stoned, and the satsang was disturbed on a regular basis. Muhajirs in Hyderabad threatened to start rioting and killing Hindus if Sadhu Vaswani did not migrate. 

Finally, when one of his followers, Motiram Gidwani, was murdered in November 1948, Sadhu Vaswani reluctantly agreed to migrate to India. (However, he insisted on making a pilgrimage to the dargah of Shah Abdul Latif at Bhit Shah, before leaving Sindh.) He and his followers soon resettled in Poona, where the religious, educational and social service organisations established by him in Hyderabad were transplanted.7 

Similarly, Swami Ranganathananda, head of the Ramakrishna Mission in Karachi, was obliged to wind up the mission in 1948, since he found the mission could no longer continue its activities there.

Congress Workers in Sindh

By the end of 1947, there was a call to dissolve the Muslim League in India, and the Congress in Pakistan, given that these two parties ruled the two new dominions, and their branches in the other country would be perceived as fifth columns. By the end of December 1947, the Sindh Congress took steps to disaffiliate itself from the Indian National Congress, and to function as an independent body. 

However, most Congress workers who were still living in Sindh continued to be strongly influenced by Gandhi, Nehru and other senior Congress leaders. In fact, many of them had stayed on precisely because of Gandhi’s exhortations to avoid migration at all costs, be loyal Pakistani citizens and befriend muhajirs and help them resettle in Sindh. Some of them – including Hundraj ‘Dukhayal’ and Baldev Gajra – also tried to dissuade other Hindus from migrating. They continued to maintain close contact with the Congress high command and senior Congress workers in India. This proved to work against some of them, as in the case of both Gajra and ‘Dukhayal’. 

Baldev Gajra, who was a young man of 38 in 1947, published Prabhat, a daily newspaper, from his hometown, Shikarpur. He was a staunch Gandhian, and had been jailed for about three years during the freedom struggle. After Partition, he supplied regular news updates on the situation of Hindus in Sindh to Congress leaders in India. This required him to travel across Sindh from time to time, and his travel expenses were reimbursed by Jairamdas Daulatram, a senior Sindhi Congress leader, who had already migrated to India. In accordance with Daulatram’s instructions, he received his money from the office of the Sindhi daily, Hindustan, in Karachi. In January 1948, however, Hiranand Karamchand wound up the Hindustan and migrated to India. Consequently, Jairamdas Daulatram, who was by then the union minister of food and agriculture in India, sent Gajra a cheque for Rs 50 by registered mail. Apparently the Sindh government intercepted this cheque. Baldev Gajra recalls that he was suddenly ordered by the Sindh government to close down his newspaper. He requested his friend and fellow Shikarpuri, Haji Maula Baksh Soomro, to intervene with Khuhro. It was Soomro who informed him that, after seeing a cheque to Gajra from a minister in the Indian government, the Sindh government suspected him of being a spy. Tipped off about his impending arrest, Gajra left Sindh practically overnight at the end of March 1948.8

Hundraj ‘Dukhayal’ Lilaram was a young, energetic Gandhian, who had been highly active in the freedom struggle. He had been jailed six times. In 1940, with the encouragement of Jairamdas Daulatram, ‘Dukhayal’ had founded the Gandhi Khidmat Ghar in Rato Dero, near Larkana, for the welfare of peasants, labourers and Dalits. With the objective of promoting Hindu-Muslim amity, some branches also opened in nearby villages.

In 1947, the 37-year-old ‘Dukhayal’ took Gandhi’s exhortations to heart and decided to stay on in Sindh, dissuading Sindhi Hindus from migrating, while also resettling muhajirs. He says that he was the general secretary (and the only Hindu member) of the committee formed for the resettlement of muhajirs in Larkana, his hometown. He edited and published a newspaper, also called Dukhayal, in which he further urged Sindhi Hindus to stay on in Pakistan. This step was resented greatly by a number of muhajirs, who felt that they would be deprived of property. 

In October 1948, ‘Dukhayal’ was arrested on charges of using the Gandhi Khidmat Ghar to make weapons to destroy Pakistan. The ashram, however, only manufactured charkhas, spinning wheels, mostly for sale and some for use on the premises, and also produced hand-made paper. When his house was searched, a small blunt knife was found. ‘Dukhayal’’s case was tried in the courts and he was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment, which was later reduced to two months on appeal. The Gandhi Khidmat Ghar was taken over by the government. After ‘Dukhayal’’s release from jail, the collector of Larkana, who was a well-wisher, requested him to leave the province since he feared that muhajirs might attempt to kill him. ‘Dukhayal’ left for Karachi, where he stayed for a few weeks, and then migrated to India in January 1949, where he subsequently played a major role in the establishment of Gandhidham. 

Other Congress workers or persons with links to the Congress government in India were also harassed or arrested. Ram Mamtani, then a 26-year-old Congress worker in Hyderabad, recounts how he, along with three colleagues in the Congress, all living in different parts of Sindh, discovered that they were about to be arrested. They all managed to evade arrest by fleeing Sindh overnight. Since Congress workers were helping Sindhi Hindus evacuate from Sindh, they were able to obtain train passes relatively easily.9

Mukhi Gobindram Pritamdas, a Sindhi Hindu leader from Hyderabad and a former member of the Sindh Legislative Assembly, had stayed on in Sindh because of his extensive landholdings, but also to assist those Sindhi Hindus who wanted to migrate. Mukhi Gobindram had leased out a part of his palatial mansion in Hyderabad to the Indian High Commission, which had set up its branch office there. Because of this, Mukhi Gobindram was suspected of being a spy for the Indian government, according to his son, Jagdish Mukhi.10

Prompted again by suspicions of espionage, the Pakistan government also took drastic action against journalists. Kessu Jhangiani, the staff correspondent of the Hindustan Times, New Delhi, was externed from Sindh in early September 1948, and Waris Ishaq, the staff correspondent in Karachi for The Times of India, Bombay, was arrested in late September 1948. 

Some journalists, who wrote about the condition of Hindus in Pakistan, had to be circumspect. Ramkrishin Advani, the young man on the bus who had narrowly escaped being lynched by a mob during the Hyderabad violence of 17 December, had stayed behind in Sindh. His mother started a kitchen for Hindu refugees in transit, at their large family home in Hyderabad. They also rented out some of their rooms to muhajirs, and Advani helped some of them find jobs. As a correspondent with Sindhi newspapers in India, Ramkrishin Advani recalls the elaborate precautions he had taken to avert suspicion or arrest:

Whatever stories appeared in the papers in Sindh pertaining to Hindus, I would have them delivered to Hindustan through various innovative means. From the newspapers, I would collect my stories enquiring from people, and then prepare my news column. I would burn the first four copies of the news column and even the carbon paper. The fifth copy I would send to Hindustan and Sansar Samachar published from Bombay. I would type in such a way, emphasizing on some alphabets and missing out some, so that in case the news column was spotted, the typewriter would not be traced. I would never type on the paper lying at home. I would buy different paper and envelope from the market and ensure that its duplicate was not in my house. I would wear a pair of gloves while typing, writing, and sealing the [envelope]. I would then go to Hyderabad railway station, and give the [envelope] to some of the refugees, asking them to post it while they were in India. My news column would be as if the refugees in India were giving their account after reaching India. I would write [using] their names, as they were never to return, and as if they were narrating the stories. Through this medium, I would send sensitive information and news columns. The entire operation was clean and no one ever got a scent of it. I would send the information, which would otherwise have never reached Hindustan, only with the objective of a reporter and a columnist.11

Ramkrishin Advani subsequently migrated to Bombay, where he became a writer and a full-time journalist with the Sindhi daily Hindustan.

Second Class Citizens

The position of Sindhi Hindus as second class citizens in a newly formed Pakistan is best exemplified by the story of the Sahitya Akademi award-winning writer, Hari Daryani. 

In 1947, Hari Daryani was a young man of 31, living with his parents, his wife and children in Larkana. He was employed as an engineer with the Public Works Department, but was known as a poet and writer, with the nom-de-plume of ‘Dilgir’, meaning ‘sad’. Here Hari ‘Dilgir’ recalls how his decision to migrate was overturned by his parents’ decision to stay:

A few days before 15 August 1947, the pleasant atmosphere of our hometown Larkana began to change. I began to worry about how I would live honourably in this new environment. At that point, there were absolutely no plans to leave Sindh. 

Under the green moon-and-star flag of the Muslim League, Muslims in our locality would take out processions shouting slogans such as: ‘Pakistan Zindabad’, ‘Allah-o-Akbar’, ‘Quaid-e-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah Zindabad’, ‘Quaid-e-Millat Liaquat Ali Khan Zindabad’. Sometimes we would even hear slogans like: ‘Hindustan Murdabad’. We would often hear the song ‘Hans ke liya Pakistan, lad ke lenge Hindustan. [Laughing we took Pakistan, fighting we will take Hindustan.]’ Drums, flutes and fireworks, merry dances because everyday affairs. Earlier, such processions used to have slogans like ‘Bharat Mata Ki Jai’ and ‘Mahatma Gandhi aur Jawaharlal Ki Jai’.12 

I began to feel claustrophobic in this new atmosphere. Now I was no longer a child of Bharat Mata. Gandhi and Nehru were no longer my leaders but Jinnah and Liaquat Ali were. Instead of the Indian flag, I had to salute the Pakistani flag. No, no, how could this be? How could I continue living here? Wouldn’t it be an act of treachery to disrespect the Pakistani flag while living in Pakistan? Could I live here as a traitor? All these thoughts ran through my head.

I was a junior engineer in the PWD. I expressed my thoughts to my Hindu friends. Everybody’s opinion was that we should tender our resignations and move towards India. We submitted our resignations. When I came home from office and told my father about this, his eyes filled with tears. He said, ‘Son, if you want to go, you can very well go, I will not forbid you. My place however is in Sindh itself. My life is in my Sindh and my blessed pir is here as well.’13

Hari ‘Dilgir’’s parents were devout followers of Rohal Faqir of Kandri, an 18th-century Sufi saint who preached Hindu-Muslim unity, and was considered to be an incarnation of the Bhakti poet-saint Kabir. They were very attached to Saiin Ghulam Ali, Rohal Faqir’s descendant and heir to his gadi, and did not want to be separated from him. Hari ‘Dilgir’ says that the family would make a pilgrimage once or twice a year to Kandri Sharif, and their belief was Kandri Kashi ek hai, Rohal roop Kabir (Kandri and Kashi are one, Rohal is another form of Kabir). The next day, Hari ‘Dilgir’ withdrew his resignation.

But Sindh was completely transformed after the exodus of the Hindus and after the arrival of large numbers of muhajirs in Hari ‘Dilgir’’s hometown of Larkana. ‘Dilgir’ and his family lived in a haveli, which comprised about 20 Hindu houses. After most of these Hindus migrated, their houses were occupied by lower middle class muhajirs. ‘Dilgir’ made a conscious decision to become good friends with them; he also helped several of them get jobs and set up businesses. 

‘Dilgir’ not only had his parents and family with him, but also numerous friends. His poetry teacher, Ustad Nawaz Ali Niyaaz, lived in Larkana. As a poet and writer, he was also fond of hosting mehfils, literary evenings, and mushairas, poetry sessions, at his spacious home, and these were well attended by the Sindhi and Urdu writers and connoisseurs of literature of the city. When he’d travel to the interiors of Sindh on official tours for 10-12 days each month, he would host dinners in the village he would find himself in. Local singers, poets and writers would be invited and after dinner, there would be poetry, songs and jokes, and conversations would go on late into the night. ‘Dilgir’ was also well connected with local power centres, whether they were the bureaucratic elite, such as the collector, the district superintendent of police, or the civil surgeon, or prominent politicians like Mohammed Ayub Khuhro, Qazi Fazlullah, Rahim Baksh Soomro and Sir Shah Nawaz Bhutto. ‘Dilgir’ recalls how his various friends vied to protect him when there was danger:

Once, perhaps in 1955, there were Hindu-Muslim riots in the city. Hindu shops were looted, and one Hindu was killed. This riot had started in the morning, but I didn’t know about it till five in the evening. 

I was seated, entirely relaxed, and the three outer doors of the house were open. Suddenly, a young Syed friend, Khadim Hussain Shah, came rushing in. He was a member of the municipality and was fond of literature, which is why he was my friend. He told me, ‘Saiin, you are really amazing. Here you are sitting with your door open and outside there are Hindu-Muslim riots. And more pertinently, you are in a neighbourhood of Jats. (By Jats, he meant muhajirs.) You are an elder to us Sindhis. I have brought some friends, and they are standing outside; we will keep watch outside your door.’

I was touched by this display of love, and tears came to my eyes. I gave Khadim Hussain a hug, and told him, ‘I share cordial relations with my neighbours and they view me as a respected figure in the neighbourhood. Your patrol therefore will not only be unseemly, but will also give offence.’ 

Khadim Hussain however refused to accept my stance. He urged me to come outside, where eight to ten Sindhi comrades were standing, with sticks and staves, ready to stand guard. Seeing me, they shouted ‘Allah-o-Akbar!’ On hearing them, my neighbours also came out. When they learned of the whole story, they folded their hands and told me, ‘Saiin, we will sacrifice even our necks for you. Trust us, nobody will harm a hair on your head.’

I told them, ‘Look, I have forbidden my Sindhi friends from standing guard, but they won’t listen.’ At this, the Sindhi Muslims and muhajirs began to argue among themselves. We were standing there, when I received a phone call from the DSP (who was perhaps a Punjabi), and he said, ‘Daryani sahib, I am sending three policemen to you, who will stand guard outside your door till peace returns.’ I told him loudly (so that everybody else could hear) that my friends and my neighbours were ready to help me, that I didn’t need the help of the militia, but in response he told me, ‘Daryani sahib, your  well-being is my responsibility and the policemen will definitely come.’ We saw the policemen arrive; everybody dispersed. I then arranged to get police patrol for many other Hindus.14

‘Dilgir’ was doing very well at work. Receiving swift promotions, he rose to become an executive engineer (class I). Yet, he recalls, he had to keep proving his loyalty to the state. He had to write the number ‘786’ (which represents the auspicious Muslim word, Bismillah) on all his official correspondence, following a government order. While he was working in Dadu district, his subordinates would take long breaks from work, ostensibly to read namaaz; ‘Dilgir’ could not protest on account of his religion. The situation improved only when the chief engineer, a Sindhi Muslim, reprimanded them.

‘Dilgir’ had to stop wearing khadi; he started wearing a Jinnah cap in winter. At home, he took down the pictures of various Indian leaders that hung in his otaq or guest house. He began greeting his friends with Salaam-alaikum. Once in a while, he would hear an anti-Hindu, anti-India joke. Dilgir realised that he had begun to consider himself a second class citizen and had developed an inferiority complex.

‘Dilgir’’s teacher, Kishinchand ‘Bewas’, had died in September 1947. Two close friends of his, Hundraj ‘Dukhayal’ and Pribhdas Tolani, had been arrested on trumped-up charges and forcibly expelled from Sindh. Other relatives and friends had also migrated to India. His elder brother, Naraindas, 22 years older than him, and a retired deputy collector, had also been obliged by difficult circumstances to leave for India in 1950. ‘Dilgir’ began to feel very alone. In his own words, he felt as though he had becoming a walking corpse. Even so, ‘Dilgir’ tells us that at work, at home or in literary circles, he received much love and respect. When his father died in 1955, he was devastated. He recalls:

On Baba’s final journey, hundreds of Hindus and Muslims gathered, and all of them came to the cremation grounds. I had expected about 500 people but here there were perhaps not less than 1,000, of whom there were barely 200 Hindus. On this occasion, the Brahmin maharaj suddenly whispered in my ear, ‘In the presence of Muslims, I will not be able to perform the pagdi ritual. I will only do it after they leave.’ 

I told him that requesting the mourners to leave was simply not possible. How could I tell my dear friends, including the collector, the DSP, the judge, the civil surgeon and engineers that they should leave? They had come all the way out of affection for me. 

But the maharaj was very obstinate and it was difficult to find another Brahmin in Pakistan at short notice. Finally I lost my cool and I told him, ‘Maharaj, if you insist, I will do the pagdi ritual without you, but immediately after, I will definitely get you jailed under the Defence of Pakistan Act.’ When threatened with imprisonment, the maharaj relented and the pagdi ritual was completed.15

After ‘Dilgir’’s father died in 1955, his mother still refused to leave Sindh. Finally she, too, passed away in 1957. 

 At that point in time, ‘Dilgir’’s eldest son was learning Arabic, which was compulsory in schools, and took Arabic tuitions from a maulvi at home. ‘Dilgir’ realised that his children, growing up in an Islamic environment, knew more about Muslim rituals, about roza, namaaz and Id, than they did about Hindu festivals such as Janamashtami, Dussehra and Diwali. He was especially concerned for his two daughters. ‘Dilgir’ writes:

I realised that under the present circumstances, neither would my children be brought up properly, nor would I be able to fully express my passions and thoughts. At that moment I made a decision in my heart that, for the sake of my children and my conscience, I should leave Sindh quickly.16

His resolve became firm the day he took his family to watch a movie in a cinema hall in Thatta. When they left the cinema after the show, the family had to pass through a large crowd of rural Muslim men. ‘Dilgir’ and his kin were the only Hindus there, and his wife, Nanki Daryani, the only woman, that too without a burqa. When a bystander leered openly at his wife, ‘Dilgir’ lost his temper and hit him. This caused a great furore in the crowd, that a Hindu could hit a Muslim in Pakistan. Although the situation was ultimately resolved with the arrival of a policeman who was sympathetic to the Hindu family’s predicament, it left an extremely sour taste in ‘Dilgir’’s mouth.

‘Dilgir’ was unable to sell his house in Larkana and his landed property in Rato Dero taluqa, since, according to him, there was a government order that no Hindu could sell immoveable property. He gifted his Larkana house to his good friend, Dr Ashraf Abbasi, but this was later auctioned off by the government to muhajirs, to whom Dr Abbasi was then obliged to pay rent. (‘Dilgir’ was also unable to file a claim for compensation for his property after arriving in India, since this had become time-barred.) His narrative continues:

Meanwhile, I was made the roads and buildings executive in Thatta city, but my heart was just not in it. There were six people in my family, but not one had a passport. After living in Thatta for a few months, I arranged for a final posting in Hyderabad (Sindh) where the Indian deputy high commissioner had an office. I came from Thatta to Hyderabad, where many friends (some literary acquaintances and some engineers) were, but I firmly resolved not to meet anyone. […]

In Hyderabad, I gradually started giving away my possessions. My wife’s brother had come from India to help me with this difficult task, and gradually I got rid of all the furniture: the beds, cupboards, chairs and tables. Finally the situation was such that we used to sleep on the floor of the government bungalow; only the car remained. I sold that car secretly to a reliable contractor who was also a friend, on the condition that this transaction would remain a secret and that the car would drop me to the airport.

I didn’t meet anyone in Hyderabad, save my dear friend Hyder Baksh Jatoi. […] I have a lot of love and respect for him. […] One day I told him that in a fortnight, I would bid adieu to Sindh permanently and leave for India. Tears filled his eyes. In a choked voice, he said, ‘Friend, you too?’ I was very moved. He said, ‘Don’t go, please don’t go, I am ready to give my life for you.’

A day or two before I left, he came with his burqa-clad wife in a tonga at night to my house. I had never met his wife before. She went and sat with my wife, and putting her arms around her, tried to persuade her to stay in Sindh. 

This was my last meeting with Hyder Baksh. After that, I read in the papers that he had been put in jail, and that one of his sons had also been arrested. Hyder Baksh is no more now, but his sense of humour and his love, his stories and our intimate conversations are etched in my heart even today.17

On 8 August 1958, I bade farewell to my beloved Sindh. As soon as I reached the Karachi airport (Karachi had been separated from Sindh) I knelt and bowed before the soil of the city. In the airplane, and throughout my journey, I was filled with sorrow; I felt helpless, unlucky, and worse, like a traitor. How could I leave my country? I was shattered. My parents had left me a few years ago, but today I was truly orphaned.18

‘Dilgir’ had already sent three of his children and his luggage to India. Through a Hindu merchant in Karachi, he had arranged to send his money to India too, at a hefty fee of 30 per cent. During the flight to Bombay, which was over two hours long, ‘Dilgir’ had been unable to speak a word to his wife or to their youngest son who was travelling with them. 

In India Hari ‘Dilgir’ ultimately settled in Gandhidham, where, at the age of 42, he started life over as a professor in an engineering college. He says that on the first day of his teaching job, his hands were shaking with nervousness as he began to write on the blackboard. He and his family continued being devoted to the successor of their pir, Saiin Ghulam Ali of Kandri Sharif, who visited them in India.

Many Sindhis who left Sindh for India thought that they would return once things settled down, but in reality only a few actually made the journey back. My mother’s paternal cousin, Sarla Kripalani, then a 17-year-old girl, was sent to India in September 1947, and she lived with her grandparents in Indore. Her father was reluctant to leave his large agricultural holdings, and so her parents had stayed on in Sindh. In 1952, Sarla married Dr Nari Kripalani in Bombay and they both returned to Pakistan in early 1953; at that point they were 22 and 26 years old respectively. 

Sarla’s paternal grandfather, Dialmal Doulatram Bhavnani, had been a minister in the Sindh Assembly before Partition, and her husband’s father was one of Hyderabad’s prominent doctors. As a result, Sarla and Nari Kripalani rubbed shoulders with the Sindhi Muslim elite. Yet Sarla recalls several occasions when her elite Muslim friends made jibes about their being pro-Indian. After the advent of martial law in 1958, some of them even sent her cryptic notes saying that they could not meet her any more. Around this time, fearful of being accused of espionage, the Kripalanis felt compelled to destroy anything in their home that could be connected to India: stamps, letters, documents, anything that had ‘India’ written on it. The couple would burn these papers secretly, in the dead of night. Ultimately, in 1963, they too decided to migrate to India and sent Sarla’s parents-in-law there first. They kept their departure a secret, however, till the very end, only confiding in their Muslim nanny who swore absolute devotion to them.19

As is evident from these narratives, the communal hostility that attended the birth of Pakistan did not die after the exodus of most Sindhi Hindus to India. Those Hindus who stayed on came to be perceived as closet India-sympathisers, as fifth columnists, as interlopers in a Muslim homeland. As a result, there existed an atmosphere of great suspicion, which sometimes could be blown out of proportion as in the case of Baldev Gajra. This, not surprisingly, gave birth to a deep sense of fear, distrust and isolation among most Hindus, many of whom continue to look over their shoulder, internally identifying with India while publicly distancing themselves from the country, unable to voice their fears, anger and resentment at the treatment they receive. 

Communal discrimination continued – and still continues – to pervade all levels of Pakistani society and manifested itself in myriad subtle ways – in schools and colleges, jobs and businesses, in social circles. Hindus who did not even plan to migrate found that their houses and agricultural lands were being classified as evacuee property. 

Hindus were also subjected to the vagaries of Indo-Pak relations, being victimised when the political situation worsened. For example, worsening inter-dominion relations, especially during the battle for Kashmir and later, the princely state of Hyderabad, contributed to upsurges of violence against the minorities in both East and West Pakistan. India’s occupation of Hyderabad led to riots in Sukkur in September 1948, where 19 Hindus were injured and two killed. The evacuation of Hindus from Sindh was then suspended temporarily.

In these times of ferment, class bonding, especially in the upper classes, saved several Hindu lives. Hari ‘Dilgir’’s existence in Pakistan was greatly eased by the power and the influence that he wielded as a well-placed engineer and poet. Similarly, Baldev Gajra was able to make a quiet and timely exit from Pakistan thanks to his contacts in the government who gave him timely warnings. Yet, the protection that class offered had its limitations; Pribhdas Tolani and Kewalram Shahani were victimised precisely because of their wealth, and ultimately even Hari ‘Dilgir’, despite his top-level connections, spent years feeling like a second class citizen, and felt compelled to migrate.

Those Sindhi Hindus who were not wealthy and influential, and did not have the protection of class, were considerably more vulnerable; the threats and intimidation they were sometimes subjected to were more naked and menacing. The writer, Kirat Babani, had moved to Karachi, where he survived the riots of 6 January. Here he recalls his return to his hometown Nawabshah in 1949:

I went on a tour of my beloved village. […] All the families from the Hindu neighbourhoods had migrated. The houses were either abandoned or had been usurped by muhajirs. The frames of doors and windows had been removed and burnt. There were piles of garbage everywhere. I saw plenty of urine and excreta on the roads. Flies were buzzing around heaps of dung. I felt very sad, very troubled.

[…] One day, while roaming the city, I met Allah Dino. He used to study with us in the same school. We used to laughingly call him ‘Dino’. He was a worthless, good-for-nothing fellow, quarrelsome and blunt. His fighting had earned him many strokes of the master’s cane. The monitor could not cane him himself because Dino would hunt him down and beat him up after school. 

Dino saw me and shouted, ‘Vaaniya! You are still living in Pakistan? You haven’t migrated to India yet? Don’t you value your life?’ 

I merely smiled, and didn’t feel the need to answer. Such people were nurtured by the Muslim League, and were receptacles of its poisonous teachings of communal malice.20

Apart from Hindus, there were other minorities in Pakistan who felt threatened, such as Parsis and Christians (many of whom were scheduled castes who had converted to Christianity). Several Jews had left Pakistan after Partition, expecting to be at the receiving end of communal discrimination. Mohan Makhijani, the Karachi Port Trust employee, had got the idea of staying on board the ship from the Irish inspector Hanagan. According to Makhijani: 

A few weeks after migrating to India, I was walking down the street in Bombay one day, when I bumped into, of all people, Hanagan. ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked him. ‘I’m Jewish,’ he replied, ‘Jews have no future in Pakistan. I had to leave.’21

Christians and Parsis also faced communal discrimination, though to a lesser degree. G. M. Syed, referring to his friendship with Gool Minwalla, a Parsi social worker and philanthropist, writes of how communal prejudice proved to be a stumbling block in her social work:

After August 1947, hatred, religious intolerance and small-heartedness stoked by the ruling elite and the maulvis came to be experienced by every non-Muslim or any Muslim who criticised or opposed the creation of Pakistan.22

Yet not everyone from the minority community felt discriminated against. My mother’s maternal cousin, Bhagwan Advani, was a small boy of six when Partition took place. Although Bhagwan Advani was initially sent to Bombay with his grandparents, he and his older sister returned to live with their parents in Karachi, where his father had a flourishing marine insurance business that he did not want to uproot. The family lived in a comfortable bungalow on Clayton Road in Bunder Road Extension. Advani, who was too young to have memories of his pre-Partition neighbours, recalls that later the families who lived on this road belonged to Pakistan’s business and political elite, and they were good friends with him and his family. He would play with their sons, and get invited to their homes for meals, even though his mother would worry about him every time he went out. ‘If I said that I would be back by five pm, she would start worrying by 4:45 pm.’ During the 1965 war with India, his mother, living alone in Karachi, left the bathroom light on by mistake during a blackout. When the police arrived to arrest her, various Muslim neighbours came out to dissuade them, explaining that she would not have done so deliberately; they managed to stall her arrest.

Advani recalls that that there were only two other Sindhi Hindu boys, and no Sindhi Hindu teachers, in his school, St Patrick’s High School. According to Advani, ‘Since the minorities in Pakistan were very few in number, they were a scared lot. They minded their own business, and were careful not to ruffle feathers.’ Advani claims that he did not face any discrimination; he was appointed school prefect as well as editor of the school magazine. Yet he admits also that his History teacher would often make him read aloud from the textbook, and if there was anything about Kashmir or India, the entire class would turn to look at him.

Advani moved to Bombay in 1962, because the future – Advani’s education, work and marriage prospects, as also his sister’s, and the post-retirement scenario for his father – looked dim for a Hindu in Pakistan. Although he emphatically states that he had a good and happy childhood growing up in Karachi in the 1940s and 1950s, he also says that he felt a little more comfortable in India. ‘I never really felt like that in Pakistan, there was always a little fear.’23

Jiyaldas Ramnani (Mehrumal Ramnani’s uncle) says that his family had decided to stay on in Sindh after Partition. He recalls that they lived in their native village of Wakro till 1950 or so, when there was an incident of communal violence which obliged them to shift to Larkana city. While Hindus were in a minority, Ramnani says he didn’t feel it so much, since there were still about 500 Hindu houses left in Larkana. At school, there were very few Hindu students, the rest being either Sindhi Muslims or muhajirs. Ramnani recalls playing with both Hindu and Muslim friends, with no sense of discrimination. In his words:

The Muslims were mostly good people. There were a few bad apples over there, like there are over here. They would pass comments about us Hindus, but only indirectly. Otherwise, there was no trouble at all. We had good friends among the Muslims.24

Ultimately, however, Jiyaldas Ramnani chose to migrate because of an underlying sense of fear. Although his textile store was doing well, he was reluctant to expand and buy more shops or property. He was apprehensive about becoming conspicuous in the eyes of the Muslim majority public. He and his family migrated in 1971, and subsequently settled in Ulhasnagar.

It is important to remember that many Sindhi Hindus continue to live in Pakistan. While they may experience communal discrimination to some degree, many of them actively choose to live there. 

A Woman’s Perspective

Like Jiyaldas Ramnani, Hiroo Pamnani also recalls a relatively problem-free life in post-Partition Karachi. In 1947, Hiroo Pamnani was a 10-year-old girl living a large joint family in Karachi. She and her brother were sent with her father’s brothers and their families to Bombay, while her parents and grandparents stayed on in Karachi. 

In 1955, however, Hiroo and her brother went back to Karachi since they wanted to be with their parents. After her grandfather also moved to India, her parents moved into a house in the Hindu colony in the Swaminarayan Temple compound in Karachi. They had no other relatives living in Karachi by then. Hiroo Pamnani clearly says that she doesn’t recall an atmosphere of fear or tension. Only once, she remembers, there had been some communal incident in India, which had reverberations in Karachi. There had been some trouble in Karachi in 1957-58, just outside the Swaminarayan Temple, but nothing happened to Hiroo and her family.

The Carneiro Indian Girls’ High School, set up by Hindus in Karachi, had been converted after Partition into the Government College for Women. According to Hiroo, the founder-principal was an intelligent, modern lady from Lucknow by the name of Zeenat Rashid. She used to play tennis with Hiroo’s father, so he was able to get Hiroo admitted in her establishment with no difficulty. Hiroo was the only Hindu in the only-girls college; most of the other girls were muhajirs. She would commute to college by bus. Hiroo says that she faced no problems with her classmates. They used to go for picnics and movies, and generally had a good time. Things were peaceful as long as she didn’t discuss India or religion. One day, when Hiroo started discussing matters of faith, a classmate asked her not to speak of such issues. The college would have a couple of hours for religious training every week, which she skipped. Hiroo tells us that this was her only regret; she wished she had attended these classes and learnt about her classmates’ religion. 

In 1957, Hiroo and her family moved back to Bombay. Her uncle’s stevedoring business in India was booming and he wanted more family members to help. Since Hiroo’s father had a good head for business, he was immediately summoned. Hiroo Pamnani says that she stayed in touch with some of her classmates even after moving to India.25

While Hiroo Pamnani had the freedom to commute to college by bus, and to go to movies and picnics with her friends, it is possible that this freedom was enabled by the fact that she was living in the more modern city of Karachi. In the interior of Sindh, life for Hindu women had become more cloistered. It was well after Partition that a number of abductions of Hindu women took place, often by Sindhi Muslims. In early June 1948, The Times of India, Bombay, reported that a deputation of Hindus of Larkana district, led by Pribhdas Tolani, president of the Hindu Panchayat, waited on Pir Ilahi Baksh, the premier, and requested him to take stringent measures for the return of abducted women in the district.26 (It is not clear how successful this deputation was.)

Nanki Daryani was the wife of Hari ‘Dilgir’ Daryani. She recalls how, as a 27-year-old Hindu woman living in Larkana, her world suddenly shrank and transformed after 1947. 

Muhajirs had occupied our whole neighbourhood, our haveli. In the past, this used to be a Hindu neighbourhood. With time, ours became the only Hindu house.

After the arrival of the muhajirs, I stopped wearing coloured saris. If I did, everyone stared. My wardrobe now had only white saris.

Every fortnight, my husband would hold a mushaira, and invite poets and writers to our house. I longed to attend these sessions, but sitting with men was discouraged in Pakistan. There was a balcony upstairs; I would open the window and watch from there. 

I stopped going out. I used to think, ‘Oh, it’s been so many months since I stepped out. I should see what our lane looks like.’ Once I had a toothache. My husband said, ‘Get dressed, let’s visit the doctor.’ On that pretext, I was able to see my parents’ house after ages.

Sometimes my husband would take me out for a drive, for a change of scene, but we could only do so in the evenings. The Rice Canal used to be just outside the city. It was under my husband’s supervision, and used to be our favourite spot. Each time we’d visit, I would say, ‘Let’s smell the rice. If we can’t get a whiff of flowers, at least we have the fragrance of rice.’ We would stop there for 15 minutes and take a walk, that’s all. Then we’d return. 

There weren’t many Hindus to visit. There were a couple of Hindu houses in the vicinity after Partition. Then they left, as did all my relatives. We had nobody of our own, and were truly alone. I used to feel lonely, yes. There was no peace of mind. The only source of comfort was our pir.

How much things changed! Before Partition, there used to be a sense of belonging. There was no fear. Everything was cheap. We could walk freely, and could reprimand the Muslims who stared at us. 

With Partition came fear. With Partition came confinement. Where once we were lions, telling people off, now we had to be subdued and deferential. We had to stop going out. 

This is despite the fact that all the people in my husband’s office were our friends; all the Muslim officers were our friends; they used to support us, invite us for dinner. Despite this sense of surface belonging, we felt unsettled, unsure of our relationships. God alone knew what was inside the hearts of our new friends. 

This used to trouble me most: that these people are not our own.27

For Nanki Daryani and countless other Hindus who stayed behind in Sindh after Partition, their deepest sorrow was that they had lost the Sindh of their past without even migrating. Despite the warmth of a few close friendships, their homeland had become an alien country. Shah Latif writes:

Tell me tales, oh thorn bush, 

Of the mighty merchants of the Indus,

Tales of how they spent their thriving nights and days.

If you truly lament their loss, oh thorn bush,

Your branches would not blossom so.

How old were you, oh thorn bush, 

When the river was in full spate?

Have you ever met the likes of these merchants since? 

In truth, the river is dry now,

And only weeds grow on its banks;

The merchants have lost their power,

And the tax collectors have departed.

There are hardly groups of people to be seen.

The river is not the same any more:

The fishermen predicted this.

Studying the water’s flow,

They have steered their boats away.

Oh fish! You did not return when the river was full,

Why do you think to return now?

You will be caught.

Today or tomorrow you will fall into the fishermen’s nets,

The fishermen have blocked your path now.

You have become big and lively, oh fish, 

But the white surf on the water is on the wane.28
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Epilogue

The story of Partition is one of great irony. Millions of Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims sought to wall off the ‘other’, thinking that this was the solution to communal conflict. Refugees – whether they came from India or Pakistan – crossed the border hoping to find a haven, but instead discovered new difficulties in their adopted countries. In the arduous process of starting a new life in a new land, they often faced a variety of problems from the very people they viewed as their ‘own’: a government that could be unfeeling and local coreligionists who could be unsympathetic, if not hostile. 

Embedded in the saga of Partition is the sordid story of a ruthless race for real estate. This was the subtext for many conflicts between not only different religious communities, but also refugees and locals belonging to the same religion. In several instances, property was the motivation for communal violence against minorities and their subsequent expulsion. Just as Hindu and Sikh refugees from West Punjab ousted Muslims from their homes in Delhi, muhajirs ousted Hindus in Karachi and Sindhi Hindus ousted Muslims in Gujarat. While some Hindus of Mewat coveted the agricultural property of the Meos, some Sindhi Muslims eyed the lands of Sindhi Hindus. In Pakistan, Sindhi Muslims clashed with muhajirs and later Punjabis, and Sindhi waderos clashed with Sindhi haaris – all for Hindu property. A similar situation prevailed in India, with Sindhi Hindus vying with Gujarati Hindus for Muslim property. This violent lust for land was common across all religions, ethnicities and classes.

Yet, the Sindhi Hindu experience of Partition – although deeply stained by various kinds of violence – is also coloured by inspiring creativity and courage in the face of seemingly insurmountable difficulties. We see this in the stories of Nari Hingorani – surreptitiously marking his family’s luggage with chalk, or Navalrai Bachani – rubbing dirt onto a brand new carpet in order to circumvent the customs officials. We see this in the narrative of Ramkrishin Advani – seeking to explain the initials on his shirt as ‘Rahimbaksh Hyderbaksh’ while standing outside a bus on the verge of being attacked. We see this in the account of Mohan Makhijani – who, on impulse, stayed on board a ship he was supposed to see off, to escape the shackles of the restricted list. We see this, too, in the chronicle of S. K. Kirpalani – personally lugging dusty furniture into an empty office room in order to launch the ministry of relief and rehabilitation. The spirit of these refugees is exemplified by the professors of D. J. Sind College – who transplanted their institution in Bombay within four months flat, rechristening it Jai Hind College; or by Dr Narayan ‘Bharati’ Paryani, struggling to overcome obstacle after daunting obstacle to become head of the Sindhi department at the University of Mumbai. 

During Partition, human beings all over South Asia were often given help and sympathy from the ‘other’, much-vilified community. Ramkrishin Advani recalls being saved by a Muslim taxi driver, only to go home and discover that one of his relatives had stolen his family’s savings. Mohan Makhijani felt that he had been betrayed by his boss and friend, Iqbal Qureshi, yet it was in Qureshi’s home that he took refuge during the Karachi pogrom of 6 January. Sindhi Hindus, Sindhi Muslims, muhajirs, the Sindh government, the Indian government and Hindus in India – all the principal actors in this story of Partition are etched in various shades of grey. As Alexander Solzhenitsyn says:

If only it were all so simple! If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?1

An Endless Partition

Partition continues to impinge on the lives of Sindhis on both sides of the border, going far beyond the generation of Sindhi Hindus that lived through it, and who still must cope with their traumatic memories. The historian Ranabir Samaddar remarks:

We live in partitioned times; it is within our post-colonial being, in our agony, pessimism, and strivings. One can of course write, when writing of Partition, of its prelude, or of the imperial process of divide and quit, or its residue, or the trauma, the violence, the human sufferings, and the catharsis. But this history is lost in the quagmire of the present that does not allow Partition to become a thing of the historical past. Partition’s history is thus an incomplete one. At once an event of the past and a sign of the present time, Partition lives on in post-colonial times…2

Partition continues to separate thousands of families on both sides of the border, even today. The harshness of the mutual visa regimes of the two countries has prevented common Indians and Pakistanis from visiting the other country, ensuring that each becomes a ‘mysterious and inaccessible’ place,3 open to fascination on the one hand and demonisation on the other. This visa regime also ensures that there are children who grow up knowing their relatives across the border only through photographs, phone calls and Skype. Partition has also had an impact on the Shaikhs, that is, those Hindus who had converted to Islam well before Partition; they too are separated from their Hindu relatives who are now settled in India. 

Apart from divided families, some Sindhi Hindus living in India are separated from their temples and Hindu shrines in Sindh, as well as from the Sufi pirs they follow, such as Sachal Sarmast of Daraza, Rohal Faqir of Kandri and Noor Saiin of Hyderabad. These pirs have consequently been obliged to make trips to India, albeit infrequently, to visit their followers. Similarly, Sindhi Hindus living in Pakistan are separated from the Hindu congregations that have shifted to India. For example, Hindu pilgrims from Pakistan must now visit the relocated Kambar Darbar in Bombay. 

Sindhi Hindus living in Pakistan are impacted by Partition on a day-to-day basis. Today they compose approximately 1.5 per cent of Pakistan’s population: an invisible and negligible minority, easy to ignore, or worse, easy to discriminate against in every walk of life. Discrimination and violence against them has spiked in recent years. Rare are the stories of Sindhi Hindus like Sobho Gianchandani or Rochi Ram who actively chose to stay on in Pakistan and work as social activists in order to make a difference. Most Sindhi Hindus in Pakistan prefer to maintain a low profile. The trickle of migration of Sindhi Hindus to India, which has continued for decades after Partition, has only recently received some degree of public attention in both countries. There are also Sindhi Hindus who, after spending most of their lives in Pakistan, migrate to India and find themselves unable to adjust to Indian culture and ways of life: These Sindhi Hindus feel compelled to return to their homes in Pakistan. 

There are other smaller, less visible communities, with less visible dilemmas. There are semi-nomadic communities who live in the Thar desert region – in both India and Pakistan – in Southern Sindh, Kutch and Western Rajasthan. These communities – Sindhi Muslim maaldharis, Bhils, Kolis, Meghwals, Rabaris, Bagdis and others – are mainly engaged in pastoralism and limited agriculture, leather work, weaving and embroidery, and have been crossing the Thar between Sindh, Kutch and Rajasthan for centuries. They continued to traverse the Thar post-1947, but their crossings were brought to an abrupt halt by the promulgation of the Indo-Pak border in 1965, thus separating them from their relatives on the other side. As Rita Kothari observes, ‘The tragic effect of Partition upon the people of Banni [in Kutch] was manifested not in movement [as in migration], but in the fact that their movements were arrested.’4 Tharparkar district in Southern Sindh was an area traditionally administered by Sodhas, Rajput Thakurs, a large number of whom migrated to India during and after the Indo-Pak war of 1971. The departure of the Sodhas, and the increasing presence and dominance of the Pakistani army in this area transformed the fabric of life for the pastoral communities that live there.

Another case is that of Gujarati Dalits, originally from Kathiawar, who live in Karachi today. They too have been separated by Partition from their villages of origin, their relatives and their places of worship in India. Today in Sindh, they are largely ignored by both the predominantly Muslim population of Pakistan, as well as by the small Hindu minority, who perceive them as outsiders: both Gujarati and ‘untouchable’. When they come to India, either to visit or to resettle, they find that Indian Hindus, especially in Gujarat, also treat them as ‘untouchables’, a phenomenon that they do not experience with as much intensity living among Muslims in Pakistan.

Sindhi Muslims in Pakistan

The domination of Sindhis in their own homeland gave birth to the Jiye Sindh nationalist movement in 1967.5 Literary organisations and student outfits coalesced, and jointly protested against One Unit and muhajir hegemony in Sindh. The Sindhi-dominated Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD), launched in 1983, also gave a fillip to the Sindhi nationalist struggle. Although G. M. Syed, the ‘grand old man of Sindhi nationalism’,6 stayed aloof from the MRD, he was clearly the pre-eminent leader of the Jiye Sindh movement. This movement gave an impetus to Sindhi nationalism and ethnic pride among Sindhi Muslims. It also gave birth to deep-rooted antipathy towards the state as well as towards Punjabis and muhajirs, who dominated the Pakistani bureaucracy, military and economy. Inspired by the birth of Bangladesh in 1971, the Jiye Sindh movement called for the creation of an autonomous Sindhudesh. The movement remained strong through the 1980s and the mid-1990s, until the death of G. M. Syed in 1995.

The muhajirs, on the other hand, also began to experience some degree of marginalisation by Punjabis by the late 1950s. Over the years, they began organising themselves and agitating for their own rights, and ultimately formed the Muhajir (later Muttahida) Qaumi Movement (MQM) in 1984. The clash between the muhajirs and Jiye Sindh nationalist movement turned extremely radical and violent, starting with the riots that erupted when Sindhi was made the official language of the province in 1972. This violence peaked in the 1980s, with carnage in Karachi and Hyderabad, and continued till the mid-1990s.

Sindhis and their language and culture continue to be marginalised in Sindh, and the average Sindhi Muslim considers himself to be a second class citizen in Pakistan. Sindhis remain extremely under-represented in business, the military and the bureaucracy. Large tracts of agricultural land in Sindh have been allotted to Punjabis, Pathans and muhajirs, mostly absentee landlords who prefer importing agricultural labour from other Pakistani provinces rather than employing Sindhi haaris to till the soil. Sindh’s natural resources, such as oil and gas, have been exploited by the Pakistan central government, but the people of Sindh have not received any compensation for this, nor benefited from any development. The 1945 Sindh-Punjab Water Agreement has been honoured more in the breach than the observance. The influx of Pathans, Punjabis and, more lately, Afghans into Sindh has only contributed to making Sindhis more of a minority in their homeland. According to the historian Iftikhar Malik, there are more Baluchis in Sindh than in Baluchistan, more Pashtuns than in Peshawar, and Karachi has become the sixth largest Punjabi city in Pakistan.7

The burgeoning nationalism in Sindh has also brought about a new relationship between a section of Sindhi Muslims and Sindhi Hindus. Since muhajirs and Punjabis have become the ‘other’, these Sindhi Muslims have come to view Sindhi Hindus as part of the larger Sindhi nation. These Sindhi Muslims, although few in number, have spoken out against the discrimination of Hindus in Sindh. For them, Dahir, the last Hindu king of Sindh, is an icon – not the non-Sindhi Muslim invader, Muhammad bin Qasim, who defeated him. They also pay homage to other Sindhi Hindu historical figures such as Bhagat Kanwar Ram, the assassinated Sufi saint, and Hemu Kalani, who was hanged by the British for his participation in the freedom struggle. 

Today, the Sindhi nationalist movement remains disorganised and splintered, and has not had any significant success at the polls, with most Sindhis voting for the pro-establishment Pakistan People’s Party. Although the MQM has also witnessed factionalism and in-fighting, it is still politically dominant in urban Sindh. Over the years, there have been various efforts at rapprochement and compromise between muhajirs and Sindhis but these have had only limited success. There is also a clear recognition that real power in Sindh and Pakistan lies in Punjabi hands.

Given the Sindhi Muslims’ preference for a more eclectic form of Islam, and given their agitation for an autonomous Sindh, Sindhi nationalism has been criticised by the Taliban as ‘an anti-Islamic force seeking to undermine the Islamic unity of Pakistan by dividing Muslims along ethnic lines’.8 Sindh (barring the city of Karachi) remains the one province in Pakistan where the Taliban has the least presence, but Taliban-run madrasas are growing. It remains to be seen whether the Taliban or a version of Islam coloured by Sufism will ultimately dominate Sindh.

The Sindhi Hindu Diaspora

According to the 2001 Census, the Sindhi diaspora in India has not only retained, but has solidified its original geographical spread, and approximately 92 per cent of the Sindhis in India are concentrated in the present-day states of Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Chhatisgarh and Madhya Pradesh. Almost a third of India’s Sindhis are located in Maharashtra, in or near the city of Bombay, their original destination. Erstwhile refugee camps such as Kalyan (now Ulhasnagar) and Kubernagar (in Ahmedabad), as well as new townships like Adipur (in Gandhidham) continue to be Sindhi-dominated neighbourhoods, where Sindhi is still spoken by shopkeepers, and by children playing on the road. In such neighbourhoods, it is still possible to find shops with names like Sadoromal & Sons or Parsram Pasari.

Sindhi Hindus are one of India’s most urbanised communities. Yet, Sindhis form barely 0.17 per cent of the total population of India.9 Despite their negligible numbers, Sindhi Hindus have continued their tradition of being a wealthy, influential and prominent minority. 

Unfortunately, in the process, Sindhi Hindus have paid the heavy price of their ethnic identity, language and culture. After Partition, Sindhi Hindus fanned out across the globe, and communities of Sindhi businessmen, small or large, are found in almost every country. The Sindhi Hindu diaspora, however, is in exile not only from its homeland, but also from the very notion of a homeland. Most Sindhi Hindus are divorced from their roots. The generation that migrated turned its back on Sindh and the painful memories of Partition; in any case, this generation is now fading. The subsequent generations know little about the place of birth of their parents and grandparents. For most Sindhi Hindus, Sindh has become a land of the past, with little or no relevance in the present or future. Not having their own homeland has had grave repercussions on their culture, language and identity. Shah Latif speaks through Marui, longing for her native land of Malir:

If trees are uprooted and cut,

What will the dry wood remember of the rains that arose in Malir?10

Hardened Cultures

The writers Ranjit Hoskote and Ilija Trojanow observe, ‘Civilizations are marvelous hybrids: they have never been pure, self-consistent entities. Historically, they have evolved through exchange and synthesis through the encounter of different races, religions and philosophies.’11 According to them, the lifeblood of culture is confluence, the mingling of dissimilar and even contrary elements. One of the most significant fall-outs of Partition – the antithesis of confluence – is the partitioning of a rare convergence of cultures. Over the centuries, Sindhi culture emerged from the marriage of Hinduism, Islam and Sikhism; from the mingling of Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian; from cultural borrowings, owing to the invasions from the north and west, as well as through trade with various parts of the world. While it is true that in Sindh such hybridism led to a degree of communal animosity in the decades before Partition, its loss still deserves to be mourned. 

Shah Abdul Latif, to date Sindh’s pre-eminent poet, epitomises Sindh’s penchant for blending and harmonising cultures. Latif spent three years being initiated into spirituality during his travels with Hindu jogis, or mendicants, despite coming from a noble Syed family that claimed direct descent from Imam Ali. If in one verse he mentions Diwali, in another he cites Muharram. Similarly, he speaks of Shiva and Ganga as well as of Hasan and Hussain, of Dwarka and Medina, of Delhi and the Deccan, of Kabul and Kandahar as well as Jaisalmer and Lanka. He refers to the worship of the divine as ardaas (the Sikh word for prayer) in one verse, while invoking the Sufi mystic Mansoor al-Hallaj in another. (The first Sindhis to write authoritatively on Shah Latif’s poetry were not Muslims but Hindus: Hotchand Gurbuxani and Kalyan Advani.) Shah Latif’s philosophy was that of humanism, and it was his spiritual successor, the Sufi poet-saint Sachal Sarmast, who proudly proclaimed, ‘Neither a Hindu nor a Muslim, I am what I am.’

It was Sindh where it was perfectly normal to have the Bhagavad Gita and the Guru Granth Sahib in the same shrine, both texts written in the Perso-Arabic script; for Muslims to flock to the performances of the Hindu bhagats; for Sindhi Hindus to give their sons names derived from Persian, such as Khanchand and Khubchand, Sakhawatrai and Salamatrai. 

It was Sindh that gave birth to Dayaram Gidumal Shahani, one of its foremost reformers and judges. He studied Sanskrit to publish the first Sindhi translation of the Bhagavad Gita; he learnt Gurmukhi to translate the Guru Granth Sahib into Sindhi; and mastered Arabic in order to make a deep study of the Quran. This tradition was carried forward, a few decades later, by writers like Jethmal Parsram and Lalchand Amardinomal. They drew freely from the confluence of diverse religious, literary, cultural and philosophical traditions that they had inherited and, in turn, enriched the literature and culture of Sindh. Later, in India, the professor, writer and performer, Ram Panjwani penned the book Paarn Pachchaarn [Know Thyself], in which he spoke of Sufism by weaving together the stories of pundits and dervishes, faqirs and sadhus, by relating the tales of Luqman Hakim the Arabian sage, Krishna the Hindu god, and Lala Rukh the Persian fairy. Today, this rich and hybrid culture – which had developed sophisticated traditions of humanism and of receptivity to other cultures and religions, and which maintained a high degree of individual freedom in such matters – is fast getting relegated to history books.

Hoskote and Trojanow write, ‘When you push the Other into a ghetto, you push yourself into a corresponding ghetto too, even if yours is as large as a nation or a continent.’12 Although there have been new confluences of cultures in India and Pakistan after Partition, this shared culture has been partitioned, thanks to Muslim fanaticism on the one hand and Hindu extremism on the other. But pushing Sindhis into the narrowed and divided categories of Indians and Pakistanis, into ‘ghettos of their own minds’, has come at a steep price, and we are all the poorer for it. As the poet Prabhu ‘Wafa’ Chhugani writes:

One limb is separated from the other,

Like a line from half a verse

Separated from the other line,

Two poems forced to part company.

One limb is separated from the other.13
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